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Why were they there—seven 
guests of the Rising Wolf ? 

Violent death was the legend 
of this old Oregon desert inn 
hidden in the sinister Karno 
canyon, and Hodack, Indian 
Custodian, invoked ghosts of a 
terrible yesterday. Was-the past 
dead ? 

The world of reality ended 
when Brice Kilburn drove info 
the canyon, and in the grey, dead 
shadows of the Rising Wolf 
found murder. 

Kilburn becomes protector of 
Tanis Blanchard, who suddenly 
finds herself terrified and im¬ 
periled mistress of the inn. 

He could not guess that death 
would be stalking him in the 
desolate fossil beds. 

Doctor Blanchard had myster- 
iouslychosentobring his beautiful 
wife Neva to live in the lonely 
canyon—and then had died. 

Who was dark, voluptuous 
Neva, sought by so many men ? 
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Why were they there—seven guests of the Ris¬ 
ing Wolf? 

Violent death was the legend of this old 
Oregon desert inn hidden in the sinister 
Karno canyon, and Hodack, Indian Custo¬ 
dian, invoked ghosts of a terrible yesterday. 
Was the past dead? 

The world of reality ended when Brice 
Kilbum drove into the canyon, and in the 
grey, dead shadows of the Rising Wolf found 
murder. 

Kilbum becomes protector of Tanis 
Blanchard, who suddenly finds herself terri¬ 
fied and imperilled mistress of the inn. 

He could not guess that death would be 
stalking him in the desolate fossil beds. 

Doctor Blanchard had mysteriously chosen 
to bring his beautiful wife Neva to live in 
the lonely canyon—and then had died. 

Who was dark, voluptuous Neva, sought 
by so many men? 
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CHAPTER ONE 


All day a hot desert wind had surged in through the open 
windows of Brice Kilbum’s car, and now late in the afternoon 
the August sun still beat down with relentless fervour on 
dun-coloured wastes dotted with sage and rabbit brush, and 
sand drifted and swirled across the narrow strip of paving 
slithering endlessly ahead of him. 

Along the horizon amethyst plateaus and mountains of 
lapis lazuli taunted him with a phantom beauty, melting into 
the sky as he sped towards them. At infrequent intervals he 
passed a road—two faint tracks winding away through the 
sage to some mysterious destination, but lie seemed no nearer 
his own. 

He lifted a hand from the wheel to wipe a perspiring face. 
Confound Wallace Davidson! If it wasn’t for Wallace he’d 
now be wading the cool Alsea, holding a fishing rod, lush 
coastal greenery all about him. 

Could he have misread the map and taken the wrong road? 
It was inconceivable that any girl could be buried alive out 
in this sun-ridden desolation. Yet he had to assume that she 
was and keep driving . .. 

His wandering gaze swerved back to the highway—and in 
the nick of time. He jammed on the brakes. The Buick’s 
wheels screeched to a halt on the rim of a chasm. 

Without warning the road dropped away and began a 
precipitous descent down the face of a cliff. Cautiously lie 
crawled forward and saw far below the green and silver 
shimmer of trees bordering a bright thread of water. 

This was better. Where there was water it was reasonable to 
assume there might be a human habitation. Two sharp curves 
farther down and the unmistakable outlines of some long 
building fronting the river and flanked by a stccplcd row of 
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Lombardy poplars flashed into view. 

His descent was slow. The narrow road edged around the 
cliff and spiralled down into deepening heat and a glare of 
melting topaz light. But at length the rainy sound of blowing 
leaves was in his cars and he was speeding beside a green 
swiftly flowing stream. He passed an occasional abandoned 
miner’s shack built into the rock wall of the canyon and re 
called that Wallace had mentioned this region had once been 
gold country. 

The canyon widened. He swung around a bend and on a 
level bench of land to his right stood a massive structure of 
logs so weathered by time it no longer seemed alien to its 
background. Above the sage slopes sweeping up steeply be¬ 
hind it reared a gaunt mountain tawny flanks shadowed with 
scattered juniper. 

At the far side of the building red-painted wagon wheels 
leaned against hitching rails decorated with the bleached 
skulls of steers. Across the front extended upper and lower 
verandas from which trailed curtains of wild clematis, and 
over all played an indigo arabesque of leaf shadows cast by 
a cluster of young cottonwoods. A rustic sign creaking in the 
breeze proclaimed to the traveller in fresh white letters that 
this was the Rising Wolf Inn. 

The clean white letters dispelled his illusion of having slip¬ 
ped back into the sixties, and as he slowed at the gateway 
he glimpsed cars parked beneath the poplars and knew that 
remote as this inn was he had reached civilization. 

This had to be the place. 

He drove up the narrow road to the left leading up beside 
the inn and pulled in beside a grey Lincoln station wagon, 
switched off the ignition and stepped out. For a moment he 
stood in the thick yellow dust gazing at the old building. A 
profound hush broken only by the rustle of leaves 
enveloped him like an invisible garment. No murmur of 
voices reached him. no slamming doors . . . but he had a 
sudden primordial impression of something waiting, watch- 
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ing, inimical. 

Smiling at this fantasy he strode in the side gateway and 
crossed a yard carpeted with sun-bleached grasses and die 
pale silken tassels of the cottonwoods. A sweet dry fragrance 
rose to him. Several reed chairs were scattered along the 
veranda and on cither side of the wide steps bamboo planters 
overflowed with blood-red geraniums. 

The double doors stood open and he peered through the 
screen into a large dim room floored with polished dark 
planking. The screen creaked faintly when he entered. There 
were more crimson geraniums blossoming with tropical 
luxuriance in the front windows, their foliage lending to the 
room a cool underwater gloom. 

No one waited behind the registration desk and there was 
no one lounging in the comfortable chairs. A huge fire¬ 
place of rough native stone dominated the wall to his left. 
On the mantle stood two antique whisky bottles of luminous 
amethyst beside a pair of ornate silver spurs; above them 
hung an old Sharps rifle and crossed branding irons painted 
white. He moved towards the bell on die ancient pine desk. 

'Good afternoon there, Mister.’ 

He jumped. The voice was thin and rasping. In the door¬ 
way across a narrow hall stood the reedy figure of a man. He 
was middle-aged, clad in a red and black plaid shirt and 
buckskin coloured pants, a pair of deep-set, obsidian eyes in a 
swarthy face with high cheek-bones inspected him keenly. 

‘Good Lord. I thought the place was empty. Are you the 
proprietor?’ 

The man ran a bony hand over lank black hair. ‘I am the 
Manager of the Inn of the Rising Wolf and the Custodian of 
its history and its memories, Mister.’ 

Kilbum smiled. ‘That sounds pretty important.’ 

‘The past is as important as the present. Mister. ‘Are you 
wantin’ a room?’ 

‘How far is it to the next town?’ 

‘Forty-eight miles south up the Kamo Canyon to Taura.’ 
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'That’s farther than f care to drive today.’ 

I lie man moved rigidly erect around to the desk and 
pushed across the scarred surface an old leather-bound 
register. He watched while Kilburn wrote his name, then 
swivelled the book around. ‘.Brice Kilburn, Vancouver, Wash¬ 
ington. I am Hodack Evans, welcome to the Rising Wolf 
Mr. Kilburn.’ 

'Thanks, now how about a drink and dinner?’ 

1 here s a bar across the hall, and dinner is served from six 
to seven.’ 

I here was a light tap of footsteps above them, and the 
slumbering inn awakened. A woman clad in tight charcoal 
pants and a jade shirt descended the steep staircase bevond 
the desk. 7 

The Manager waved his hand. 'Another guest, Mrs. Blanch¬ 
ard. Mr. Kilburn from Washington.’ 

Kilburn regarded her with concentrated attention. Crisp 
black hair cut short framed a sun-tanned face with rather 
heavy features, hut jewel-green eyes of great beauty studied 
him in turn. A striking, vital woman probably in her early 
thirties. ' 

Mrs. Blanchard's unsmiling gaze took in a compactly built 
young man with a pleasant, unremarkable face, alert grey 
eyes, hair of a neutral brown. He had the well-groomed, pros¬ 
perous look of the business man despite the casual sports 
clothes he was wearing. The rypical tourist. 

W hile he stood mopping a perspiring brow with his hand¬ 
kerchief the woman pulled thoughtfully at her lower lip, 
studying him for a disconcertingly long moment. Finally she 
said hesitatingly: 

AVe have one vacant room. Mr. Kilburn. Are you travelling 
for pleasure—or business?’ 

He stowed the handkerchief away. ‘I suppose you’d call 
it pleasure since this is the first day of my vacauon, but it’s 
been a hot uncomfortable day.’ 

The desert in August, of course,’ she said absently. 
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‘A lonely, out of the way plate you have here, Mrs. 
Blanchard.’ 

She shrugged. 'An inn is never lonely except in winter. 
How did you happen to drive into the Kamo Canyon?’ 

He hesitated only an instant. “Exploring new territory, and 
on the map the road looked interesting.’ 

I trust you found it so. Have you luggage? Hodack will 
bring it in.’ 

‘An overnight bag.’ 

She swung around. ‘Hodack. bring in Mr. Kilburn’s bag, 
then show him up to number seven.’ 

The man stalked around the desk and Kilburn tossed him 
his car keys. 

The woman stood tapping polished fingernails on the desk 
top. ‘You’re a business man, Mr. Kilburn?’ 

‘Well, I own several photographic equipment stations in 
Washington.’ 

I see. ^ ou d probably like a drink before dinner. No fancy 
cocktails, but Hodack can mix whisky and soda. There’s a 
bar parlour across the hall.’ She nodded towards a doorway 
and he caught the glitter of bottles ranged against a mirror. 

‘Whisky and soda is good enough if there’s plenty of ice. 
Who would think to find a modem hotel in the desert 
wilderness?’ 

She glanced sombrely around her. ‘You should have seen 
this place two and a half years ago when my husband and I 
bought it, shortly after he retired. We repaired and modern¬ 
ized it, without altering its original character. Unfortunately 
Elliot passed away six months ago.’ She moved towards a 
doorway at the rear. ‘If there’s anything you need let us 
know.’ 

Hodack returned with his bag and Kilburn followed him 
up the steep staircase to a narrow hall roughly panelled in 
time-darkened pine. It was studded with doors. At the head 
of an L-shaped corridor the door to the upper veranda stood 
open to a sultry breeze and green pulsing leaf-diffused light. 
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Tlie desk clerk haired before a door facing the staircase: 
when he opened it a stifling musty odour drifted out to 
them. The man crossed to the two windows and flune them 
wide. ° 

The room is at the rear, but it has a fine view of the Moun¬ 
tain of the Rising Wolf, a mountain sacred to the indians.’ 
He swung about and his voice abruptly dropped to the deep 
channng monotone of one reciting some ancient litany: 

Tins inn is on the old Kamo Canyon stagecoach route. It 
was built and operated by a bandit named Collier Brown. 
Tins room was once part of a dance hall, and Brown he kepi 
girls to entertain the travellers and the gold prospectors.’ 

‘Gold 1 Then that’s the reason for the existence of the inn.’ 

‘Gold, and the stagecoach. Mister.’ 

Kilburn loosened his collar. ‘Where, for the love of pete 
was the stagecoach going? I drove in from the north and 
there s nothing for one hundred miles except desert.’ 

The old road cut through the mountains to what is now 
the ghost town of Hell Roaring Creek, but the road washed 
out in a cloud hurst and flash flood and the stage had to 
locate another route.’ 

Kilburn threw off his coat and headed for the pine com¬ 
mode in the corner. ‘And Collier Brown was out of luck—and 
guests.’ 

‘There were the gold prospectors.’ Hodack Evans said, 
standing stiffly as though facing an invisible audience, and 
still retaining his oratorical tone. ‘It was said Collier Brown 
and his gang murdered men they knew was carryin’ gold in 
the room behind the bar parlour downstairs, after they had 
been given drugged whisky and was dead out. Tis also said 
the Inn of the Rising Wolf is haunted.’ 

‘You begin to make it sound exceedingly restful.’ 

Twenty-one men that they was sure about was murdered in 
this building.’ 

‘Twenty-one, good heavens I’ 

The red shadow of death has fell many times over this 
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roof, Mister, and ghosts walk down the halls at night and pass 
you on the stairs.’ 

Pouring water from an ironstone pitcher into the wash basin 
Kilburn flung a smile over his shoulder. ‘I hope Mrs. Blanch¬ 
ard has none of the characteristics of Collier Brown.' 

The inn s Custodian appeared to snap out of his trance 
His voice dropped to its former rasping level. ‘Who knows a 
woman like Mrs. Neva Blanchard? She don’t belong here in 
this canyon.’ 

Kilburn dashed water on his face, emerged from the basin 
and groped for the towel. ‘It’s certainly an isolated place for 
a city-bred woman to settle down.’ 

Hodack Evans moved towards the door. ‘Doctor Blanchard 
and his wife come from Seattle, he said he was wantin’ rest 
and quiet after a life devoted to sick folks. I was livin’ here, 
caretaker when they bought the inn.’ 

‘Who owned it formerly?’ 

‘A man down in Los Angeles. He ran it for awhile, but 
hardly nobody came, said the place was too run-down and 
dark. But he paid me to live here summers and show it to 
tourists and give ’em a spiel about its history—for one dollar. 
I know the Rising Wolf, known it all my life, except for the 
years I was workin’ on the ranches.’ 

Feeling refreshed Kilburn blotted his face. ‘What ever be¬ 
came of Collier Brown?’ 

He was shot, Mister, murdered at night in the Modoc room 
behind the bar—where he’d had so many other men killed. 
No one ever admitted knowin’ who done him in. Is there any¬ 
thing else you want?’ 

Only a drink after I’ve strolled around a bit to stretch my 
legs. I may stay on a few days if I like it here.’ 

‘We shall be pleased to have you,’ but no sign of pleasure 
lightened the dark face of the iun manager, although his 
thin lips writhed back over yellow reeth in what was pre¬ 
sumably a smile. ‘We’ll see you later.’ Whereupon he took 
his departure. 
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Kilburn inspected the room. It had been tastefully re¬ 
stored: the plank floor varnished and waxed, a good maple 
bed in one corner, comfortable chairs and a dresser. A 
kerosene lamp of amber glass stood on the writing-table. 
Homespun draperies framed windows looking out through 
cottonwood leaves to the gaunt mountain. 

Hands in pockets he stared from the window, frowning. 
Had he come to the right place? Was the girl he sought here 
in this old inn? 

A few minutes later when he stepped out into the dim 
corridor, thanks to Hodack Evans, he heard the rustle of 
silken skirts, the light tap of high heels, a jingle of spurred 
boots. He rather liked the idea of a haunted inn. 

The murmur of voices drifted up to him from the bar 
parlour as lie descended the stairs and he turned that way. 
The Blanchards had done little to alter this room. He crossed 
the threshold and stepped back into yesterday under a dark 
low-beamed ceiling. Coloured bottles ranged against a 
mirror of watery green glass caught and reflected in pris¬ 
matic rainbows sunbeams falling through a door opening 
on the long veranda. The walls were rudely panelled with 
some greyish wood. 

Hodack Evans appeared at his elbow, nudged him and 
nodded at a closed door in the wall to his left. ‘That's the 
Modoc room.’ 

Kilburn nodded. ‘Very handy, I’d say, to drag a drunken 
man quickly out of sight. What is it used for now?’ 

‘Mrs. Blanchard’s office. But it is a cursed room. Mister, 
under the rugs its floors are stained with the blood of innocent 
men.’ 

He began to suspect the manager’s vivid and sinister patter 
was derived from reading too many westerns about the old 
bad days. The present appeared to be exceedingly nebulous 
to him. 

As he advanced to the bar the mirror waveringly reflected 
his figure: his face appeared to be floating in a pond, and 
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near it floated two other faces. One was masculine, sandy- 
haired, sharp-featured with a quick, restless gaze. The other, 
small, heart-shaped, was framed in curling, sun-gilded hair. 
Sherry-coloured eyes gazed through the aqueous depths 
directly into his own. It was an exceedingly attractive face, 
and his heart gave a leap. This must he the girl. 

Hodack Evans slipped behind the bar and waved a hand. 
‘We have a new guest, Mr. Kilburn from Washington,’ he 
motioned at the others. ‘Mrs. Callie Slade, Mr. Harvard Neil.’ 

Kilburn’s spirits sank. 

The woman turned and smiled up at him, petite and slender 
in a lilac sun-dress revealing smooth russet arms and bare 
shoulders. ‘Things are looking up, Mr. Neil and now Mr. 
Kilburn. I was afraid it might be horribly dull, and I’m on 
vacation.’ 

The inn manager gave her a short abrupt look and she 
flashed him an aggrieved glance. ‘It’s a vacation for me, 
Hodack, how much excitement do I have on three thousand 
acres of sagebrush?’ 

Kilburn smiled down at her. ‘You live on a ranch?' 

‘At Yellow Cloud—in the exact centre of nowhere, Leo, 
my husband operates a Service station, and tourists crossing 
the deadly sands bless us. Are you drinking?’ She shook the 
ice in her glass invitingly. 

Hodack slid a whisky-soda across the bar. 

Harvard Neil grinned wryly. ‘We’re in luck today, no 
storm to knock the power out. It happens every little while 
in these spots off the beaten track, no ice, no lights, no any¬ 
thing. You should be in this country when a storm hits. 
I’ve been in some terrors and they sure made me sorry I 
ever left the Frisco office and took to the road. What do 
you do in Washington?’ 

Kilburn explained briefly about his photographic stations 
while the man took a long pull at his drink. 

‘I’m in wholesale Groceries myself,’ Neil confided gloomily. 
‘Used to be in Drugs, office manager, started to cough and 
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decided I needed fresh air, but this travelling. Man, it’s a 
dust race. 1 was beat when I stopped at this inn yesterday. 
It’s been a long drag between desert towns. I’m goin’ to lay 
over a couple of days and let down—rest, I hope.’ 

It appears to be a restful place, certainly, despite it’s lurid 
history.’ 

The grocery salesman shrugged. ’That Hodack bird is full 
of gory yarns, but who listens?’ 

Odours of roasting beef drifted out to them, and Kilburn 
was reminded of his empty stomach. ‘I’m ready for dinner.’ 

Where teas the girl? 

The boards of the veranda creaked and a bulky shadow 
fell across the doorway. It was followed by the ponderous 
figure of a man in dark grey sports jacket and slacks. At the 
screen he paused and a sun-reddened face peered in with a 
mild inquiring gaze, then the figure passed on towards the 
other door. 

‘Mr. Wilson Prentice,’ the girl explained, then with a 
little giggle. He collects rocks and old bones. The inn is 
nearly full now, just as we’ve heard it used to be in the old 
days.’ 

‘And there is blood on the boards beneath your feet,’ 
Hodack Evans reminded them ominously. ‘The elbows of 
the dead crowd you here at the bar, and the shadow of the 
Rising Wolf is over you.’ 

‘And that,' exclaimed Mrs. Blanchard from the doorway, 
in a voice of cold steel, ‘is guaranteed to make my guests feel 
comfortable and secure, Hodack. Dinner is served, everyone.' 


CHAPTER TWO 


Eyes alert Kilbum entered the dining-hall. Supposing the 
girl was not here? 

1 he room lay at the rear on the south corner, tall windows 
looking out to the restless leaves of the cottonwoods. There 
were two long tables covered with picturesque yellow- 
checkered cloths and on each stood two glass oil-lamps which 
he suspected were not there primarily for decoration. 

There were only four diners present as yet, and their voices 
echoed hollowly in the cavernous place. A robust waitress in 
a pink uniform, with coarse red hair and a big beaming face 
strode back and forth planking steaming plates with a 
hearty thump at each place. Another waitress, slight and 
dark-haired moved after her with a water pitcher filling 
glasses. 

Kilbum chose the nearest table. Across from him the big 
lumbering man he bad glimpsed on the veranda was com¬ 
fortably settling himself. NeU, the salesman, dropped into 
the chair to his right. At the other table Mrs. Slade was 
chattering animatedly with Hodack Evans. She was facing 
Kilbum and he noticed that the sherry-coloured eyes kept 
lifting repeatedly to the doorway as though she was expecting 
someone. 

If the girl did not appear presently what should he do? 
The dark waitress came to his side and he glanced up into a 
fine-drawn face set with eyes the rich blue of desert lupin. 

The salesman grinned at her. ‘Hello, Sugar, I sure hate 
to see you working so hard.’ 

She smiled, filling their glasses. 

‘Done any horse back riding lately?’ 

‘1 rode up Three Devils Gulch this afternoon.’ 

o 
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Td sure like to go with you. honey, except I can’t sit a 
horse, but I’ll take you for a nice walk anytime.’ 

The girl laughed and passed on while the man’s small 
brown eyes followed her slender figure approvingly. 

The double doors to the kitchen swung open and Mrs. 
Blanchard stepped in, sharply inspected the seated diners then 
moved towards Kilburn’s table. She drew out a chair beside 
him and settled into it shaking her head. 

‘It's not easy to keep kitchen help in a lonely place like 
this, she said ruefully. ‘Isabelle, the cook, has a headache 
tonight, and Josie Jensen, the red-haired girl can’t boil water 
The food may not be all it should be.’ 

Kilburn eyed the generous slices of beef, the browned 
potatoes and green beans on his plate. ‘Looks good to me.’ 

‘I certainly hope it is. we want our guests to be pleased with 
the Rising Wolf.’ 


But the woman spoke automatically, though she smiled and 
gave him an arch look he had the impression she was 
scarcely aware of what she said. Her thoughts appeared to he 
elsewhere. She nodded absently across the table. 

‘Have you met Mr. Wilson Prentice. He publishes a maga 
zinc on minerals and fossils and things like that. Mr. kil¬ 
burn just arrived from Vancouver, Mr. Prentice.' 

Hie big man gave him an amiable nod. He was rolling a 
green pebble between blunt fingers. ’Are you interested in 
geology, Mr. Kilburn?’ 

To a limited extent, I’ve never studied the subject seri¬ 
ously.’ 

‘It’s well worth your time. I assure you. I discovered that 
there are fossil cliffs about six miles west of here, and a few 
miles beyond Taura lie some excellent agate beds. Yesterday 
I even found a rare blue agate and two fire opals out there.' 

The dusty cloak of the scientist lay heavily about the 
man’s shoulders; his conversation promised to be dry, but 
Kilburn asked politely: Tlow long have vou been a guest 
here, Mr. Prentice?’ 
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I rentice s heavy-lidded gaze lifted to the woman. 'Has it 
been a week or longer, Mrs. Blanchard? I’ve hardlv kept 
track.’ 1 v 

She pushed back an almost untouched plate. Thirteen 
days.’ The green eyes flashed to Kilhurn. 

Are you planning to stay over longer than one night?’ 

He hesitated, then spoke consideringly: ‘I wouldn't mind 
doing a little agate hunting, so I'll probably stay on a few 
days.’ Agate hunting was as good an excuse to give as 
anything. ° 

l'ine.’ She lifted her coffee cup but set it down almost 
immediately, staring unseeingly at the sunset fired windows. 
She appeared to have forgotten them. After a moment her 
gaze wandered to the other table roving restlessly over 
the guests. A typical intelligent city business woman—he 
thought—who appeared to be wildly out of her clement in 
this remote canyon. Suddenly he saw her stiffen. 

Behind them sounded the hard tap of booted heels, and 
the Innkeeper rose from her chair and turned, a smile il¬ 
luminating her face. At the other table Callic Slade also 
started up, heightened colour in her brown cheeks, eyes wide 
on the doorway. 

Kilburn glanced curiously over his shoulder. 

‘Evenin’ folks,’ the voice was clipped, but rich-timbered. 
It’s owner a lean, slim-hipped man might have stepped out of 
a television western. He was not more than thirty, darkly 
tanned, blond hair bleached even fairer by the desert sun. 
Kilburn supposed he was handsome but decided the straight 
mouth was too thin, the slate-blue eyes hard and humour¬ 
less. He also decided that no woman would agree with the 
latter opinion. 

Mrs. Blanchard advanced to meet him. ‘Hello, Dex, you’ll 
have dinner with us? She motioned to the empty chair be¬ 
side her. 

‘Thanks, Neva, you’re rcadin’ my mind, left the ranch 
before chow.' The newcomer’s eyes travelled slowly from 
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face 10 face, stopped and lingered on Kilburn. 

Mrs. Blanchard nodded at him. ‘We have a new guest, 
Brice Kilburn. This is Dexter Halton, owner of the Bar Grey 
Ranch over the rim. Dex comes down nearly every week-end.* 
The two men exchanged brief nods, and Kilburn re¬ 
turned to his dinner. The rancher gave Neva Blanchard a 
casual pat on the shoulder, strolled past her and drew out a 
chair beside pretty Callie Slade. 

Sullen crimson surged into the inn owner’s checks as she 
resumed her seat and Kilburn nodded to himself—-the eternal 
drama even in this lost canyon of jealousy and passion. 

Mrs. Slade and Halton fell into bantering conversation, and 
their laughter did nothing to relieve the charged atmosphere. 

Kilburn turned to the woman. ‘Is the Bar Grey a large 
ranch?* 1 6 

She took up her cold coffee and sipped it slowly. ‘Fifteen 
thousand acres.’ 

‘That’s a lot of land.’ 

‘You need a lot when you’re running cattle,' 

The red-headed Josie marched in with wedges of apple 
pie. It was impossible to be unaware of Josie. Her cologne was 
overpowcringly lily-of-thc-valley, her eyes rolled around like 
marbles watching everyone, and she felt no shyness at 
joining the conversation if it seemed vital to her—and most 
of it did, and she listened avidly at everyone’s elbow as she 
served the food. 

It was time to acquire more information. Kilburn glanced 
across at Prentice. ‘You, Mr. Neil, and myself appear to be the 
only guests stopping here.’ 

The burly man nodded. 'The other’s live in this region, I 
believe. Business doesn’t appear to be rushing, does it? Road 
travel is a long way from heavy down this canyon, I imagine, 
but that appeals to me. If you’re staying,’ he added in his 
slow, heavy voice, ‘I can direct you to the agate bed I 
visited.’ 

Thanks, I may take you up on that.' But by now he was 
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seriously concerned. 

Mrs. Blanchard was speaking to him: ‘Perhaps you’ll want 
to hike up Three Devils Gulch Behind the inn, also. There 
was a good deal of gold panning done up there years ago.’ 

By all means he should go,’ Harvard Neil agreed, ‘and 
make the acquaintance of the rattlesnakes up there, and 

brush* ° lllCr CXC,ting tl,in K s he can ••kc picking rabbit 

Kdburn smiled at him. ‘You don’t like this country?’ 

Neil lifted sandy brows. ‘Heat, dust, wind, sagebrush, 
jack-rabbits what’s there to like? I’m city spawned— like Mrs. 
Blanchard here, he flung her a quizzical smile. ‘She can’t 
ten me she doesn t miss the big town.’ 

She gave him an ironical smile. ‘Believe me I feel no 
nostalgia for traffic jams, pushing crowds, or the ear-splitting 
mus.c of industry, Mr. Neil.’ She rose and motioned to 
Josic to clear away the dishes. 

Kilburn said jestingly: ‘You’re not fearful then of the 
sinister influence of the outlaw Collier Brown?’ 

She looked down at him, her face darkening. ‘Hodack 
insists on entertaining my guests with what he considers the 
fascinating history of the Rising Wolf, but I’m sure they fail 
to appreciate h.s bloody tales. He has been caretaker here 
so long he feels he owns the place. My husband allowed 
him to stay on as manager and all-round help because the 
place meant so much to him, yet he resents me.’ 

‘Why does he resent you?’ demanded Neil 

She shrugged. ‘He thinks, and he’s right, that I have no 
feeling for the past. I shall have to bear down on Hodack 
again. 

‘Please don’t because of my remark,’ Kilburn protested. 

I m sure that to most people Collier Brown and his brigands 
lend tlie inn a romantic atmosphere.’ 

Prentice nodded agreement. ‘The talcs no doubt have been 
grossly exaggerated. I suspect there never was much gold 
through here. It’s sixty years since any was taken out of this 
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territory according to the mining journals.’ 

Not according to Hodack,’ Neil said, yawning widely. ‘The 
prospectors staggered in here pockets' bulging with gold 
nuggets.’ ° ® 

It certainly sounds more dramatic.’ Prentice tamped to¬ 
bacco into a brier pipe, i guess a little fiction doesn’t hurt.’ 

No guest cares to sleep in a room where they think some¬ 
one has heen shot or knifed,’ Mrs. Blanchard protested 
grimly. 

Kilburn said thoughtfully: ‘After Dr. Blanchard passed 
away I would think you’d have wanted to get back to 
civilization—traffic jams or not—a woman alone in a lonely 
country.’ 1 

She was still standing, hands resting on the back of her 
chair. He saw the knuckles suddenly whiten under her 
grasp. ‘My first instinct was to bolt out of here, but a few 
tourists kept coming and I stayed on.’ Her gaze drifted 
towards the other table. ‘Strange as it seems I’ve grown more 
attached to the inn—since Elliot died.’ 

Kilburn wondered if the good-looking Halton had any¬ 
thing to do with that attachment. At the moment he was 
leaning intimately towards Cal lie Slade. 

Neil dragged himself indolently erect. ’Well, you're not 
alone here at any rate—right now. We're here.’ 

Prentice also climbed to his feet as Josie strode to their 
table and with a great clatter began to clear away the plates. 

Kilburn finished his coffee. What should be his next step? 
Where was the girl? Was she in her room-keeping mys¬ 
teriously out of the way? Had something happened to her? 
He’d stroll casually around a little longer . . . This was surely 
the only place in the canyon where she could |>ossibly lie. 

He drifted out to the veranda. Across the river barren 
rimrock cliffs glowed coral and copper under the rich last 
rays of the sinking sun. The wind barely stirred the leaves 
of the great Lombardy poplars, and the stillness was so 
profound he kept straining his ears to catch the motor of a 


SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 21 

air. the hum of an aeroplane, anything ... At the same time 
lie felt his city-keyed nerves yielding a little to the hush. If 
it wasn’t for the girl he’d enjoy letting down. 

Behind him die screen door creaked and deliberate foot¬ 
steps approached. Prentice spoke at his shoulder: ‘I’ve drawn 
a rough map for you of the location of the agate beds.’ He 
extended a sheet tom from a notebook. His big florid face 
wore a rapt expression. ‘You may even find a few plume 
agates, but be sure to wear boots, and watch where you dig— 
the rattlers, you know.’ 

He brushed aside Kilburn’s dubious thanks and shambled 
oil down the veranda into the yard. The door hinges creaked 
again and m a light gale of laughter Gallic Slade appeared, 
Harvard Neil on one arm, Halton on the other. She smiled at 
Kilburn. and Ilalton’s slaty eyes stared him over. 

‘Goin‘ to stick around here awhile?’ the rancher asked him. 

A few days perhaps, seems interesting country.’ 

The other shrugged. ‘Reckon it is. Born south of the Kamo 
myself, and grew up here, guess I take it pretty much for 
granted.’ 

Neva Blanchard appeared in the doorway, lithe, vivid in 
her green and black outfit. ‘Who’s going to lift a glass 
with me? The first round is on the inn.’ 

She stepped out, caught Halton’s arm and the four of them 
moved away down the veranda towards the bar parlour, 

Kilburn hesitated, then turned and strolled down into the 
yard. Across the road at the river’s edge he could see Pren¬ 
tice poking cautiously among the rocks. Even rock hunting 
seemed a pleasanter occupation than leaning against a bar at 
this glowing hour. 

Where was Gallie Slades husband? It was much too easy to 
become involved in other people’s lives and their emotional 
storms merely by lifting a glass with them at the bar, yet 
he needed information, which as yet he preferred to acquire 
indirectly. 

He began an apparently aimless circuit of the huge log 
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building, glancing now and again at the upper windows, blind 
and unbetraying. Beyond the cottonwoods at the rear he 
encountered a gate of twisted juniper and passed through, 
possibly he could see the back of the inn more clearly from 
a distance. He marked his own open windows, studied the 
long kitchen porch and saw Josie flouncing past the open 
door. r 

Moving along he came to a small fenced enclosure. Half 
buried in bleached grasses leaned two wooden slabs with 
crudely cut letters. As he peered at them there was a rustle 
of steps and Hodack suddenly materialized at his elbow. 

They look like graves.’ Kilburn observed. 

1 hey arc graves, Mister.’ Evan’s voice became solemnly 
oratorical again: ‘ These are the graves of Collier Brown and 
Lucy Dore.’ 

‘I assume Lucy was his girl-friend.’ 

Sombrely Hodack shook his head. ‘She was a traveller, 
young, beautiful, come out from Boston she did and was 
on her way to marry her sweetheart, a gold prospector. Collier 
Brown he went mad about her when the stage had to lay 
over a spell because of flooded roads. Lucy Core tried to 
stop a shootin’ at a gamblin’ table—and a wild bullet got 
her in the heart. T hey buried her here, and when Brown was 
killed dug his grave beside her.’ 

What a touching and altogether improbable talc.’ 

Abruptly Hodack clutched his arm. ‘A shadow on the 
graves—a woman’s shadow and the story goes . . .' 

Starded Kilburn s eyes followed the bony finger pointing 
to an undeniably feminine shadow slenderly grey on the 
sear grass. ‘The shade of Lucy Dore, Hodack?’ 

They both turned. The dark-haired waitress was standing 
quietly at Hodack’s side gazing down at the weathered 
boards. She was wearing new sandlcwood capris with a tur¬ 
quoise overblouse. 

Hodack exclaimed in shocked tones; ’Your shadow has 
fell across the graves, and the legend goes that sudden 
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death. . . 

The girl shook her head reproachfully. ‘Hodack, you’re 
making up tales again. You heard me coming. Sometimes 
I think you’d like to bring back the old evil days.’ 

She lifted eyes glinting with amusement to Kilburn. ‘I 
believe Hodack sees us all only as shadows. I'm sure Lucy 
Dore is more alive to him than I am.’ 

‘You shouldn’t mock the deadly past,’ the man warned her 
grimly. ‘Remember death struck not more’n two years after 
Doctor Blanchard moved to the Rising Wolf, and there’s 
been others died sudden.’ 

Colour drained from the girl’s face. She passed a slim hand 
across her eyes, and Kilburn spoke up brusquely: ‘It begins 
to sound as though you are deliberately trying to drive busi¬ 
ness away.’ 

The man twisted around to him, black eyes smouldering, 
sallow features contorted. ‘Can you believe a place where 
there’s been violent death and bloody battles ain’t haunted? 
I say the old wood, the walls, even the stained floors—are 
cursed . . .’ 

The man didn’t appear to be dramatizing now. He had 
lived so long close to the old place steeped in it’s sinister 
history he had probably become a little touched. The girl 
shivered and moved away from the grave plot and Kilburn 
followed. 

‘I’m Brice Kilburn. I hope the fellow didn’t distress you.’ 

She said soberly: ‘He seems obsessed by all the horrors 
of the past, but sometimes I think they are deliberately con¬ 
cocted just for my benefit—to frighten me away. . . .’ 

The soft, cultured voice seemed quite unlike that of a 
rural waitress. He regarded her curiously. 

Suddenly Hodack’s rasping voice called after them: ‘You 
better watch out, Miss Tanis.’ 

Kilburn started so violently his lighted cigarette dropped 
from his fingers. ‘You’re Tanis Blanchard.’ 

She nodded, gazing bleakly up at the greying sage slopes 
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above them. ‘Doctor Blanchard was my uncle.’ 

‘But you were waiting on table.’ 

I offered to help out when Isabelle Cronin, the cook, be¬ 
came ill.’ 

‘Neva Blanchard is your aunt.’ 

‘By marriage, yes. Uncle Elliot was my father’s brother. We 
were very close, especially after my parents died. He was a 
widower, and he married Mrs. Conner, his receptionist, 
shortly before he retired. I promised I’d spend this vacation 
here with him, but he died—very suddenly six months ago. 
I—I decided to come anyway although Neva hadn’t made me 
feel especially welcome,’ she smiled faintly. ‘But there were 
some things he left me . . .’ Her voice faltered. ‘I was— 
terribly shocked by his death—so very sudden—and he had 
been so well.’ 

Of course you were, sudden death hits us all like that.’ 

She hesitated, the great blue eyes wide and troubled 
searching his face. ‘I’ve been here three weeks and I . . .’ she 
appeared desperately anxious to say more, but abruptly 
caught her breath and ceased speaking, as though remember¬ 
ing he was a total stranger. Instead she said with a lift of 
dark winged brows: 

‘Do you know, the inn docs seem even to me—a little mys¬ 
terious ? Then she nodded at him and turned back towards 
the house. 

He stood watching the slim figure moving through the blue 
poplar shadows. Now that he had found the girl, what was 
his next step? 

The sun had slipped behind the rimrock and a luminous 
half dusk like shaded pearl pervaded the narrow canyon 
world. A chill had crept into the air, for the year hovered on 
the edge of autumn. 

He wandered down along the river bank beside 4I1C cold 
surge of darkening water for a short distance then turned 
back, mulling over his vacation plans which had included 
a week at least among the Idaho lakes. Well, he’d stay over 
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not more than two or three days at the most. 

Lamps glowed in the windows of the inn burning rec¬ 
tangles of gold upon the grass. As he approached the gaunt 
building bulking solitary under the first stars he shook his 
head. How ineffectual were those lamps to hold at bay the 
vast loneliness of the desert night. 

The lounge was deserted but voices drifted out from the 
har and he crossed over and stepped in. Two hanging globes 
shed lemon-coloured light over the sombre panelled walls 
finding a faint reflection in die polished har top. Dexter 
Halton stood behind the latter pouring lic|uor from a squat 
bottle into a glass that Neva Blanchard was holding. Har¬ 
vard Neil prowling restlessly up and down was relating a 
joke in his quick sardonic voice. Perched on a stool Callie 
Slade sipped a drink, sherry-coloured eyes riveted on the 
face of the cattleman. 

At Kilburn’s entrance Neva swivelled around and lifted a 
hand. ‘Come in and join the party, Mr. Kilbum.’ 

The green eyes seemed unnaturally brilliant, her gaiety 
forced. It might be a party but the innkeeper didn’t appear 
to be exactly hilarious. 

He let Halton mix him a whisky-soda and took the glass to 
a table against the wall. Callie Slade slipped from her perch 
and crossed over to him. 

I hope you plan to stay awhile. This is lonesome country.’ 

He smiled up into the pert face. ‘I’ll certainly go along 
with that, and you seem like the very last person on earth 
who should live in it.’ 

She tapped her glass with rose-lacquered nails, and the 
small red mouth tightened. ‘I am the last person who should 
live here, and one of these days I’ll find a way to escape. I'm 
a city gal, I was secretary for an Insurance firm in Portland 
when I met and married Leo.’ She gave a not very mirthful 
laugh. ’He had a nervous breakdown seven months later.’ 

Neil strolled over to them. ‘But you’re doing all right for 
yourself in the cattle country. Sweetheart, from what little 
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I’ve seen.’ 

Footsteps echoed across the hall and Hodack Evans and the 
girl Tanis appeared in the doorway. Neva Blanchard swung 
around, rose and faced them, the smile fading on her lush 
mouth. 

'I don’t suppose you’d care for a drink, Tanis,’ her tone 
was weighed with irony. 

The girl glanced beyond her to Halton. ‘I wouldn’t mind 
a little Bourbon and ginger ale, Mr. Halton.’ 

‘Beautiful, it’s coming right up.’ 

Kilburn didn’t think she wanted the drink. But what was 
her reason, anyway, for staying on here? 

Restlessly Callie Slade touched Neil’s arm. ‘When are you 
pushing off. Harvard? Not until my vacation is over, 1 
hope.’ 

The salesman teetered back and forth on his heels, squint¬ 
ing through the liquor in his glass. 'As long as it’s this 
interesting I’ll hang around a few more days. A lingering 
guest should delight our hospitable innkeeper.’ 

The woman shrugged. ‘That depends upon your behaviour, 
Mr. Neil.’ 

Kilburn’s eyes sought Tanis. He’d like to talk with her 
again, but Neil drew her to the bar with him. There seemed 
little point in his hanging around the smoky room getting 
alcoholically chummy with people he’d never be likely to 
see again. The girl seemed independent enough, and after a 
little more small talk he went out and up to his room. 

A warm mustiness still lingered in the old chamber, and he 
crossed to the open window and leaned our inhaling cool 
sage-fragrant air. A few stars of cut quartz glittered above 
the black hulk of the mountain Hodack called the Rising 
Wolf. It was not inaptly named; it did possess a rude re¬ 
semblance to some gaunt creature rearing up ominously 
against the sky. 

Beneath his window the pale boles of the cottonwoods glim¬ 
mered motber-of-pearl in the darkness—and suddenly while 
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he stood there a shadow detached itself from one of the 
trees and moved towards the inn, beneath him and out of 
sight. Someone, man or woman had been standing just be¬ 
yond the radius of light flooding from the windows of the 
Modoc room behind the bar. Someone who undoubtedly had 
been peering into the bar parlour through the rear windows. 

Wilson Prentice was the only guest, to Kilburn's know¬ 
ledge, who was not inside at the moment, and Prentice 
appeared to be remotely unlike the type of man who would 
skulk about and peer into windows, also his figure was a 
good deal bulkier. 

He stood silent a moment in his unlightcd room debating. 
The shadow had moved with stealthiness . . . Then he 
shrugged. There were probably men living in the miner’s 
shacks up and down the canyon, timid, yet curious about 
the inn visitors. He turned back to the room, undressed with¬ 
out lighting the lamp, and dropped into bed. 

Road fatigue was heavy upon him. The wind swept into 
the room cold and vigorous, and pleasandy chilled he pulled 
up the blankets. 

The cry tearing through veils of a slumber lie had no re¬ 
collection of falling into, jolted him awake, a cry so t|tiickly 
terminated he wondered if he’d actually heard it at all, for 
now there was only the profound silence of a sleeping house. 


CHAPTER THREE 


Kilburn slipped from bed. remembered his flashlight was still 
unpacked and swore softly. Almost immediately he heard a 
rustling just beyond the door and the light scuff of footsteps. 
He located robe and slippers and moved soundlessly to the 
door. 

Despite his caution the hinges shrieked protestingly when 
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lie pulled it open. Darkness greeted him—and silence. No. 
not absolute silence, there was the soft rustling again like 
leaves in the wind, and suddenly the stifled gasp of an in¬ 
drawn breath. 

A shadow glided out of deeper shadows into the silver 
glimmer of light from a window at the far end of the corridor. 

He stepped forward. ‘Who is there?’ 

'Mr. Kilburn ! ’ A fragrant flurry of silk swirled against him 
and a warm body. Hands grasped his arm. ‘Mr. Kilburn.’ It 
was a choked cry of relief. ‘Someone—was in the hall—he 
crashed into me—and ran . . ,’ 

You're Tanis Blanchard. Are you hurt?’ 

No, oh, no . . , just frightened . . .’ Terror stifled her 
voice. 

He drew her swiftly into his room, closed the door and 
switched on the light. There was nothing to be gained by 
plunging about in the shadows of a totally strange building. 
He wouldn’t have recognized the girl as the one he’d met 
carliei, her hair clouded about a face blanched of colour, eyes 
dilated black with fear. 

'Where were you when this someone knocked into you?’ 

Shivering she gathered the gauzy folds of her lilac robe 
tightly across her breast. ‘In the hall. Something aroused 
me ... I wasn’t sleeping, I’ve—been terribly restless ever 
since I came here . . . disturbed about Uncle Elliot. I 

thought I heard Neva talking to someone in her room_then 

cry out. Her room is next to mine, but the door is around the 
corner in the veranda corridor. I ran down there in the dark, 
anti near the stairway to the third floor—someone lunged 
violently at me—I think I screamed—then hands grasped me 
hard and hurled me aside. I fell . . . Afterwards I heard 
footsteps racing down the main staircase. I was afraid to 
move—then I heard you open your door . . .’ 

^ou have no idea who the person was?’ 

No, oh, no! A little colour was seeping back into her 
checks. 
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‘There’s no point in rousing the house,’ he said. ‘The guy 
has undoubtedly gone.’ But he regarded her with sharp 
anxiety. -Whoever it was, since he knocked you aside, must 
have been in one terrific hurry to get away and not be 
seen.’ He glanced at his watch. Two-thirty. Have you a lock 
in your room?’ 

’An old-fashioned bolt, not a lock, that’s all any of the 
rooms have.’ She was relaxing under his quiet manner. 

They were all drinking tonight,’ he reminded her. ‘And 
some people hold their liquor well—others don’t.’ 

She nodded. Mr. Halton seemed rather intoxicated when I 
came upstairs about ten, and Harvard Neil also had been 
drinking pretty steadily. I heard them come up about one 
o’clock and they were making a good deal of noise.’ 

‘Perhaps we’d better check to sec if Mrs. Blanchard is all 
right, if you thought you heard her cry out.’ He dug his 
flashlight out of his overnight bag, and they walked across 
and around the corner to the innkeeper’s door. 

There should be a light in this hall,’ he said. 

Tanis rapped lightly and called softly: ‘Neva, this is 
Tanis. Are you all right?’ 

Almost immediately there was a rustic of movement within 
the room, and the woman’s voice answered clearly and irri¬ 
tably: ‘Of course I’m all right. Why shouldn’t I be?’ 

Kilburn spoke up: This is Brice Kilbura. Could we speak 
to you?’ 

If it s important, I suppose you can.’ 

Presently the door swung open and the woman faced them. 
She was clad in a short silk coat of emerald that shimmered 
iridescent in the lamplight behind her, and her bare feet 
were thrust into gold scuffs. Her hair was slightly ruffled, but 
there was no look of sleepiness about her. 

Tanis made a soft breathless explanation: ‘I thought I 
heard you call out, Neva, and slipped across to sec if you 
were all right. Someone crashed into me—and I fell. Mr. 
Kilburn heard me . . . You’re all right?’ 
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‘I said I was.’ The green eyes flashed. ‘Somebody probably 
had too much to drink and was staggering around. Maybe 
Harvard Neil. Somebody always drinks too much, I’ve 
learned. Don't worry about me, I can take care of myself. 
Go back to bed.’ 

She began closing the door and they turned away. Tanis 
said: ‘If it wasn’t someone from the inn, who could it have 
been? Hodack says no one lives around here.’ 

‘It could have been some night traveller with theft in 
mind, I suppose. I’ll have a look around before I turn in, and 
if you’re alarmed again don’t hesitate to call me.’ 

She turned and faced him in her doorway and he decided 
she was much prettier than he’d first thought, dark hair 
clouding about her face like that, bright lips parted, breast 
still heaving. 

‘Well, Neva doesn’t seem worried,’ she s;ucl slowly, ‘hut 
there was something so deadly, so brutal in the way the 
man grasped me ... it still gives me the shivers. Well, 
anyway.’ In the torchlight he caught her helpless shrug. 
‘Thank you, and good night.’ 

He scouted along the corridor, peered into the bathroom, 
slipped softly down into the lounge and through the bar 
parlour reeking of stale spirits and tobacco smoke. Under 
the pale beam of his flash the old inn lay now in a deep 
trance of slumber. 

Suddenly lie halted. The shadow\ The silent watcher he’d 
noticed lurking under the trees behind the house. Had he 
been the midnight visitor who had struck Tanis in the dark? 
Standing in the unliglncd corridor, only vaguely familiar 
with the layout of the rooms upper or lower, he decided it was 
futile and foolhardy to search for any intruder on the pre¬ 
mises. He might very well be taken for one himself and get 
knocked over the head for his trouble. 

He returned to the upper hall. Once he thought he heard 
a creaking of floor boards down on the main floor but de¬ 
cided that by now it was probably his over-stimulated im- 
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agination. He sent the searching beam of his flash up the 
staircase to the third floor. It was incredibly steep and 
narrow. Red-headed Josie and the unseen Isabelle were un¬ 
doubtedly slumbering peacefully up there in the darkness. 

He finally went back to bed. 

Dexter Halton and Wilson Prentice were consuming buck¬ 
wheat cakes at the same table when Kilburn entered the 
dining-room next morning. He dropped down beside Prentice. 
Both men nodded to him, and Josie appeared, lusty and 
charged with high spirits, her coarse red hair gleaming like 
polished copper in the early morning sunlight. 

'What’ll it be, Mr. Kilburn, buckwheats or egg-cereal 
breakfast?’ 

'Eggs and toast, Josie, and gallons of hot coffee.’ 

Prentice pushed back his plate and turned his heavy earnest 
face to Kilburn. ‘If you go out to the agate beds be sure to 
rake a shovel and wear a hat. The sun gets quite murderous.’ 

‘Agates.’ Halton's blond brows lifted in amusement. ‘What 
the devil now do you rock hounds do with all the stones you 
pick up around here?’ 

'Study them, exhibit them, Mr. Halton.’ Prentice told him 
stolidly. ‘Wc read the antiquity of the earth and its history 
in the lowly rocks. ’ 

The rancher’s thin lips twisted derisively. ‘Well, I don’t 
give a hoot how old the earth is just so long as there’s range 
enough on it to graze my cattle.’ He gulped down his coffee. 
'I’m takin’ off.’ 

'Back to your ranch?’ Kilburn asked. 

‘No, to Taura, but I’ll be back. I’ve got a mighty good 
foreman at the Bar Grey, and I come and go till round-up 
time, and that’s gettin’ close.’ He wheeled about. ‘Mornin’ 
Neva, I sec you’re awake and shinin’.’ 

Neva Blanchard was hovering in the kitchen doorway. She 
moved towards them slowly, carrying a steaming cup. Her 
eyes looked dull and there were sullen lines about the full 
mouth. Possibly the previous evening in the bar parlour had 
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not gone to her entire satisfaction. She wore an unbelted 
house coat of coral silk and her black hair had the purple 
sheen of a black bird’s wing as she stepped into a shaft 
of sunlight. With an obvious effort she summoned a smile 
as she came to the table. 

‘I thought you had gone rock hunting, Mr. Prentice.’ She 
eased herself down at the table. ‘Are you going too Mr. 
Kilburn?’ 

'For a little hopeful digging, yes.’ 

'I'll have Isabelle put up some sandwiches.’ 

Prentice on his way to the door turned back. ‘I shall 
probably be gone until after noon, Mrs. Blanchard. I shall see 
you then.’ 

She barely lifted her eyes. ‘Have a good day.’ Then she 
appeared to forget their existence, and when Josic clattered 
in with toast and hot cereal she pushed it irritably away, lit 
a cigarette and stared unsceingly into space. 

Kilburn supjioscd he’d have to go to the agate beds, since 
ostensibly, his only reason for being there was for relaxation. 
He wished Tanis would appear so that he could talk with 
her before taking off, yet everything seemed normal enough. 
At last he rose, then abruptly swung back to the silent Neva. 

‘It must be pleasant having your niece here with you in this 
lonely place, Mrs. Blanchard.’ 

She glanced sharply up at him, slowly exhaling cigarette 
smoke. 'She’s my husband’s niece. I hardly knew the girl 
until she showed up here three weeks ago, and I can’t im¬ 
agine why she would want to spend her vacation at the 
Rising Wolf—with her Uncle gone. There’s nothing for her 
to do here.’ 

He smiled. 'She may find the atmosphere of the old west an 
interesting change.’ 

‘I think she had quite a different motive for coming,’ the 
woman said curtly, and compressed her lips. 

He went out, collected his camera equipment, Josie brought 
his sandwiches to the car, and he drove reluctantly away from 
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the inn. 

A faint chill lingered in the transparent azure air. Magpies 
in their striking white and black-satin coats flashed across 
the road uttering shrill, cheery cries. The road snaked down 
the canyon following the river whose white-crested waves 
were pushing hard against the winds sweeping down. Several 
times he stopped and climbed out to take colour shots of 
some spectacular fortress of rimrock or a golden bastille of 
boulders overhanging the highway in awesome threat. 

Eventually he found the agate beds, much farther away 
than he’d anticipated, and three miles off the main road— 
as desolate a region as the Valley of the Kings, but though 
he dug faithfully, if without enthusiasm, he unearthed no 
agates, either plume, flower, or plain garden variety. 

The freshness of the day had vanished the sun blazed down 
on ochre rock and sand from a sky whose glazed blue seared 
the eyeballs, and before noon his luke-warm prospectors zeal 
completely abandoned him. The necessity of studying each 
spot before he thrust in his spade lest a rattlesnake be 
lounging there contributed considerably to this lack of pas¬ 
sion. 

Finally he sought the meagre shade of a juniper and con¬ 
sumed Isabelle’s savoury beef sandwiches and apple pie, and 
afterwards stopped to take more camera shots on the way 
out. But he was anxious to get back. It was mid-afternoon 
when he found his way back into the Karno Canyon, thanks 
to desert distances. 

The inn drowsed in the same deep hush he had invaded the 
previous afternoon, the shadow of the Rising Wolf Moun¬ 
tain sliding inexorably towards it. On the veranda the geran¬ 
iums blazed with a ruby fire, and the bleached steer skulls 
stared whitely from the hitching rails. He parked the car, 
walked about and took several fine colour shots from various 
angles. 

But the light was changing, dimming to a curious saffron, 
the sky’s azure melting into a brassy yellow. The breeze had 
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died leaving the poplar leaves hanging lifeless. Before he 
reached the veranda a stifled sense of oppression assailed him, 
a formless apprehension. The desert gods must be gathering 
for council in sullen rage and he didn’t like the thought of 
what they were probably cooking up. 

The lounge was empty and he climbed to his sultry room, 
deciding he’d have his talk with Tanis somehow this evening. 

A sound like muffled thunder aroused him from a nap. 
Wind was surging with gigantic force against the old timbers. 
Sepia light filled the windows. He glanced at his watch, nearly 
six o’clock. He’d miss dinner if he didn’t hurry. While he 
changed clothes lie peered at intervals from the windows. The 
pliant cottonwoods were bending and straining desperately 
under a heavy torrent of wind; leaves swirled past in clouds 
of sand and dust. 

He ran downstairs to find the others straggling in nervously 
from the bar parlour to the dining-room. 

H’his storm is going to he deadly,’ Callic Slade exclaimed. 
‘It could sweep Yellow Cloud right off the desert.’ 

The place was eerie in the brown half-dusk. Kilburn had 
a sudden chilling picture of a cloudburst and flash flood 
sweeping down this narrow gorge, thundering with a mighty 
surge of waters over them. The faces around him had a green¬ 
ish sheen and voices sounded muted and far away. There was 
no rain yet to freshen the smothering air. 

His urgent gaze picked up Tanis. Tonight she was seated 
at the table, with Callie and Halton. The other diners settled 
into the places they’d occupied the previous evening. There 
was little conversation. Callic clung to the rancher whose 
frowning gaze turned frequently to the window obscured by 
veils of sand. Josie was jittery and splashed coffee as she 
poured it, her thick lips turning sullenly down when Neva 
Blanchard moving restlessly about, chided her sharply. 

Harvard Neil smoked through the meal. ‘I sure hate these 
wind storms.’ 

'Will rain follow all this commotion?’ Kilburn asked him. 
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*It’s unlikely, this is a typical desert sand storm, knocks 
over trees, breaks power lines, fans sage fires into doing 
frightful damage. I’ve nearly been cut ofl by range fire. Every¬ 
body’s scared of these storms.’ 

Wilson Prentice appeared the least concerned. He leaned 
towards Kilburn, eyes glittering behind their spectacles. ‘I 
found some fine quartz minerals and several fragments of 
fossilized fern today, out near an old cinder cone. Did you 
have any luck?’ 

Kilburn smiled. ‘I didn’t even dig out a rattler, but maybe 
I wouldn’t recognize honest agate if I saw it.’ 

‘I’m sure you would, but it’s well we got back before the 
storm struck. I’ve heard it’s fairly easy to become lost when 
the sand begins to drift.’ 

The room was darkening rapidly. Mrs. Blanchard walked 
out to the kitchen and returned with quick steps. ’The lights 
are gone,’ she announced. ‘Our weak little power lines arc 
probably down. There are candles in a basket on the regi¬ 
stration desk, and oil lamps in each room.’ 

She went about lighting the kerosene lamps on each table 
and the serving stand. Kilburn decided it would take a 
considerable number of both candles and lamps to even half 
illuminate the many ghostly nooks anti corners of the Rising 
Wolf. * 

Darkness gathered swiftly beyond the amber radius of the 
light, and the mounting winds laid determined shoulder to 
the massive walls, branches lashed the windows. The heavy 
smell of sand and dust filled the air; the food tasted gritty. 

Kilburn finished his chocolate pudding, lit a cigarette and 
rose from the table. ‘A good night for your ghosts to prowl, 
Hodack,’ he called to the inn manager. 

Hodack lifted a face pinched and unsmiling. ‘This is the 
kind of night Collier Brown liked best. Travellers would seek 
shelter from the storm—but the Rising Wolf was more- 
deadly than the terrible winds.’ 

‘Well, let’s be thankful Collier Brown is safely in his grave,’ 
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Kilburn said cheerfully. 

‘I’m not at all sure he is, Mister,’ Hodack replied. ‘I’ve seen 
strange shadows movin’ down the halls . . . late at night . . .’ 

‘I thought I warned you, Hodack,’ the chill voice of Neva 
Blanchard cut across the roar of the winds. She moved to the 
table where the man sat bunched over his coffee, her green 
eyes glittering. ‘Any more of this haunting talk and you 
absolutely go.' 

The inn manager’s opaque black gaze met hers unblink- 
ingly. Til never leave the Rising Wolf, 1 belong here, Mrs. 
Blanchard.’ His voice shook with harsh conviction. 

Crimson scorched the woman's cheeks. ‘Then you had bet¬ 
ter guard your tongue.’ 

Kilburn strolled over to her. ‘He’s not terrifying anyone. 
Hodack merely recreates the past for us.’ 

She walked moodily beside him out to the lounge. ‘The 
horrible murderous past. It gives me nightmares sometimes. 
Do you know there is something about this musty old place 
that reeks of death and decay despite all our renovations.’ 
She gazed up at him brushing a hand across her brow with 
an impatient gesture. ‘Maybe it’s Hodack’s prattle, but it 
makes me wish at times that I’d sold out when Doc dropped 
out of the picture.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘Now I’m sounding 
like the man—or a weak woman who realizes how alone she 
really is.’ 

She stopped and studied him thoughtfully. ‘I suppose 
you’re going on tomorrow.’ 

He hadn’t said he was, and he had the curious impression 
that she hoped he would, which was neither very flattering 
nor understandable in an innkeeper. His interest sharpened. 

‘How large did you say these camera shops are that you 
own?’ she abruptly demanded. 

He hadn’t said and his brows rose. ‘Well, I keep a staff of 
six in each one. Interest in photography is hitting an all time 
high.’ 

‘I suppose it is.’ She spoke absently; she had transferred 
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her gaze to Prentice lumbering in, a mineral journal under 
one arm. He proceeded to settle himself in a deep chair close 
to the oil lamp, and oblivious to storm and peril, open the 
book. 

The woman drew a cigarette from the breast pocket of 
her white blouse and Kilburn offered his lighter. ‘Heaven 
knows how long we’ll be without electricity. Doc paid plenty 
to have this line strung from the main branch, but every time 
the wind gets up it knocks it out.’ 

Neil came swinging in from the dining-room. ‘Looks like 
we’re all goin’ to be real chummy tonight in this hurricane,’ 
he grinned at them, restless hazel eyes glinting. ‘Maybe we’ll 
get to know each other.’ 

With a shrug Neva Blanchard turned away. Kilburn 
wandered around the lounge waiting for Tanis to appear, 
talking with Neil and Hodack and watching the sulphurous- 
brown dusk seep into the canyon, the riinrock cliffs across the 
river blue into tawny clouds of sand. 

Callie and Halton strolled in and presently Tanis appeared. 
She hesitated uncertainly in the doorway, then crossed to 
where Kilburn was smoking by the window. She was wear¬ 
ing a most becoming sleeveless dress of light blue with deep 
rounded collar, but her face above it was serious and remote. 

He smiled at her. ‘Marooned together in a shell of logs, 
quite an odd assortment of people.’ He lowered his voice: 
‘Are you all right—after your midnight alarm?’ 

’Oh yes, thank you.’ Despite the words quickly spoken he 
could sense an almost unbearable tension holding rigid her 
slender body. The dark blue eyes moved to her step-aunt, 
following her every movement with an unfathomable gaze. 

Everyone was restless, conversation spasmodic, interrupted 
at intervals by sudden wilder gusts of wind. Under the waver¬ 
ing flare of the two inadequate lamps all faces were painted 
weirdly in sheen and shadow. When Halton reared to his 
feet from the couch and headed for the bar, all the others 
except Prentice followed. Tanis and Kilburn too drifted out 
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to the sombre room. 

Neva switched on a small Transistor radio and thin strains 
of tuneless music challenged the crashing chords of the 
storm. 

Tanis ordered ginger ale, and Hodack mixed cocktails. 
While Kilburn lingered over his whisky-soda Harvard Neil 
kept up a running barrage of small talk at his elbow. 

'. . . and no sane person would live in this country unless 
they’re in cattle. People like Halton and Hodack Evans and 
the women in the kitchen were born here, but Callie Slade 
and the rest of us . . 

Idly Kilburn traced with his finger a long crack wandering 
down the side of his tall green glass. ‘Desert magic, Neil. 
They say the desert gets you after a while.’ 

‘Bah. How much desert does Neva Blanchard sec? I can’t 
imagine why she stays on, an attractive gal like her.’ He 
gulped down his drink and motioned for another. 

Kilburn glanced over at the handsome rancher. 'Dexter 
Halton would seem to constitute a pretty strong reason.’ 

Tanis said: The Rising Wolf Inn wouldn’t be very easy 
to sell. It isn’t often a person like Uncle Elliot comes along. 
It’s picturesque but too terribly isolated—and spooky with 
shadows. / wouldn’t want to live here.’ Her blue gaze moved 
to Neva leaning against the bar, hands cupping her glass as 
she talked with charming animation to Halton. Callie Slade 
too, was watching the pair with smouldering intensity, her 
small figure braced against the door leading to the veranda. 
She gripped a glass and the sherry-coloured eyes glittered 
like cut-crystals. 

Kilburn nodded amusedly towards her. ‘The girls certainly 
go for the owner of the Bar Grey. How about you Tanis?’ 

She smiled and lowered her voice: 'He’s very good looking, 
I think, but Hodack says he has a violent temper. They don’t 
get along very well.’ She stifled a yawn. ‘I think I’ll go up¬ 
stairs—if the storm will let me sleep.’ But she spoke with a 
shiver of dread and glanced over her shoulder at the half- 
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lighted rooms across the dusky hall. Her eyes met his. ‘Every¬ 
thing seems ordinary enough tonight.’ 

He nodded reassuringly. ‘Six hours in the desert sun is 
enough of a day for me. I doubt if these winds will blow 
I lie old inn down, and I don’t care to drink out the storm, so 
I'll be going up too.’ He made it casual so they wouldn’t 
think he was going up because the girl was. 

She gave him a quick grateful smile, flung Neva a sombre 
unfathomable look, then slipped away. 

He waited until she had run up the stairs ahead, then 
picked up a candle at the desk. It’s saffron flame barely parted 
the deep red shadows, flickering over the stout door panels of 
the upper hall, glinting on old black-glass door knobs. His 
footsteps were accompanied by the muffled thunder of winds 
sweeping down the upper veranda rattling the windows like 
insane forces clawing for entrance. 

After his candle light the oil-lamp on his table seemed 
like a modern invention. He read awhile, then removed shoes 
and jacket and lay down on the bed, ears alert for any alien 
sound—if it could be audible above the wail of flayed 
branches just beyond the windows. There was probably noth¬ 
ing to be apprehensive about. Last night’s intruder was un¬ 
likely to return, or, if it had been one of the men downstairs 
who had drunkcnly shoved Tunis, he would certainly watch 
himself tonight. 

Neva Blanchard would undoubtedly remain down in the 
bar parlour overseeing everything and hovering near Halton. 
Likely they would all except Prentice, drink out the storm. 

A little drowsily he visualized them finally trekking up to 
their rooms, each hearing his fluttering butterfly of light, and 
devoutly hoped they wouldn't set the place on fire—fire the 
devouring red horror of the desen. Later he heard footsteps 
now and again passing his door . . . 

He awoke to stillness, a stillness so profound it pressed 
against him like a palpable force. Yet there had been a sound 
in that hush which had aroused him from light sleep. The 
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winds had died, and a few sulphurous stars glimmered in the 
black square of the window. He tried to recapture the memory 
of the noise which had aroused him. Was Tanis Blanchard 
again wandering the midnight corridors? Then his sub¬ 
conscious mind told him he had heard a dull clattering with 
a curious iron echo, prolonged enough to penetrate his 
slumber. 

He swung his legs over the side of the bed. fumbled for 
slippers, and picked up the flashlight from the bedside stand. 
He flicked the switch of the torch—nothing happened, and 
he cursed silently. The battery was dead. He lost time light¬ 
ing a candle. By its flame his watch said quarter to three. 

When he opened the door charcoal darkness greeted him. 
He’d swear the sound had come from the stairwell and he 
moved towards it, paused a moment, then began cautiously to 
descend. 

Half-way down a chill current of air from somewhere set 
the light fluttering . . . Gold flickered over a dark shapeless 
bundle crumpled at the foot of the narrow staircase. Tanis} 

Hard-bitten with apprehension he plunged the rest of the 
way, set down the candle holder, and bent over the inert 
form of a woman. Gently he brushed back a tumble of sable 
hair — and found himself gazing down at a bloodless face— 
totally strange to him. 


CHAPTER FOUR 


The face was attractive, young, even in the candle’s glow he 
could sec that. Was she seriously injured? He laid his hand 
against her breast—and felt with relief the reassuring if 
faint throb of her heart. 

He’d better call Neva Blanchard. Then the woman stirred; 
a long shudder racked her from head to foot, and he found 


SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 41 

himself gazing into dark terrified eyes. She began to struggle 
up, and he slipped an arm beneath her shoulders. 

‘Are you hurt? Did you fall?' 

Her lips moved but no sound came from them. She 
managed to sit erect, staring blindly. Thin hands fluttered 
to her face. 

‘Someone—’ it was a gasp, ‘there’s—someone— back — there.’ 

He lifted her as she frantically attempted to stand, sup¬ 
porting her, and she weakly pulled her black robe over 
print pyjamas. 

'Someone where?' 

She gestured behind him closing her eyes, and he turned 
and peered through the doorway into the hall and the ebon 
depths of the bar parlour. 

‘In the bar?’ he demanded. 

‘Modoc—room . . .’ her breath choked in her throat. She 
appeared practically senseless with terror and he felt a chill 
race down his own spine. 

Assuring himself, as she took an agitated step, that she 
was uninjured he left her there on the stairs and made his 
way swiftly across the hall into the bar parlour, to be greeted 
by the mingled odours of stale tobacco smoke and kerosene 
fumes. His light flickered across the now open doorway of 
the Modoc room, and as he moved towards it he w r as aware of 
the woman trailing behind. He could hear her ragged breath¬ 
ing. 

It required will power to step across the threshold. The 
first thing he saw was a thin beam of light shining along the 
floor almost under his foot. A fallen flashlight. Suddenly his 
scalp prickled. The pale beam illuminated a hand hanging 
limply as though suspended in space. 

He lifted the candle and its light flared over a figure 
sprawled on a lounge against the wall. A woman lying in 
curiously rigid repose. One hand lay across her breast, the 
other trailed nervelessly over the side of the couch. Wide 
eyes stared with a blank impersonal gaze at the ceiling. 
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He drew a sharp harsh breath, and remained an instant 
rooted to the floor. Then he crossed the intervening space and 
bent over the lounge. 

‘Good God. . . 1' He jerked erect. Blood stained the 
woman’s throat, gushing down from a horrible wound on the 
side of her head. The candle shook in his hand and hot wax 
dripped, scaring his fingers. 

A stifled moan brought him sharply around. The strange 
girl was clinging to the door frame, her face in the tumbled 
shadow of her hair the hue of clay. 

‘How did you know—about Mrs. Blanchard?’ he demanded. 
She dropped her face in shaking hands. ‘I—I found her. 
‘Are you Isabelle Cronin?’ 

She nodded mutely. 

‘We’ll have to arouse the others and get help immediately.’ 
In the stillness his voice sounded loud and strident. ‘I m 
quite sure she’s dead, yet we need a doctor, the police . . . 
Where is the nearest telephone?’ 

‘Taura.’ It was a gasping breath of sound. 

'And the nearest doctor?’ 

Taura.’ 

‘How did you happen to find her?’ 

Slowly she drew herself erect, and seemed to become aware 
of her words: ‘I was coming down—from the third floor—to 
the kitchen ... I passed Mrs. Blanchard’s room—the door 
was open and there was no light. . ,’ 

‘Where is your own candle?’ 

She motioned vaguely towards the hall. ‘Out there, it must 
have fallen when—I fainted. I was trying to get back up¬ 
stairs to call for help.’ 

The falling iron candle stick must have been the sound 
which had awakened him, slight as it was. ‘But before that, 
you came downstairs after noticing her empty room?’ 

She nodded. ‘Looking for Mrs. Blanchard. It seemed— 
queer—her door open like that—so late. I thought—maybe 
she can’t sleep and went down for a drink ... I walked out 
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to the bar—and saw that glow from the flashlight somebody 
dropped . . . Oh, my God!’ her voice rose thinly, ‘this is awful 
—her head . . .’ 

He caught her by the shoulders, shook her gently and 
turned her towards the bar room. ‘Are you in control of 
yourself enough to go up and call someone while I stand 
guard? Get Hodack lCvans. We’ll let him awaken the others.’ 

Her dark gaze was unfocused, but she nodded, and sud¬ 
denly reeled away from him. With a soft swirl of black skirts 
she fled out through the darkness. 

He placed the candle on a low chest. Its flame, fluttering 
in an unfelt wind cast a fitful glare over the silent figure 
stretched on an indian blanket, waking jewelled tones in the 
sapphire silk of the house coat she was wearing, a glint of 
gold from her earrings. His gaze flashed about the room. It 
was not large, walls of log planed and varnished. An indian 
war club decorated with bright feathers hung beside a board 
to which were fastened a collection of arrow heads. There were 
other relics, mortars for grinding corn, a stone pestle on a 
table against the far wall, grass baskets, brilliant beadwork. 
There was a maple desk and shelves of books in immaculate 
order. Finally his eyes fell upon the other door. 

Swiftly he crossed to it, and without touching the iron 
latch pushed gently. The door was unlocked and its heavy 
timbers swung out into keen night air. At that moment to 
his intense relief there was the scuff of footsteps, hushed 
voices, and presently the rangy figure of Dexter Halton clad 
only in tan trousers, blond hair dishevelled, strode into the 
room, followed shrinkingly by Isabelle Cronin. 1 be girl ex¬ 
plained faintly: 

■Hodack’s room is empty. I—I called Mr. Halton.’ 

‘What the devil has happened?’ the cattleman demanded. 

•Neva_she can't be . . .’ He strode to the couch, halted and 

stared down unbelievingly. ‘She is—Neva sure enough is— 
dead.’ He swung slowly about and his dazed blue gaze met 
Kilburn’s. ‘She’s been slugged.’ 
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‘She certainly has been, and we’ve got to keep everyone 
out of this room until the Sheriff arrives. Someone will have 
to go for him, where ever he is.’ 

‘Taura.’ Halton answered slowly. ‘Forty-eight crooked miles. 
Yes, somebody will sure enough have to head for Taura.’ 

‘It had better be you.’ Kilbum decided. ‘You know this 
country. We've got to find Hodack Evans, and we’d better 
get this woman’s niece . . .’ Suddenly his voice died away and 
the eyes of the two men met. Conveying to women the horror 
of brutal bloody murder presented anything but an inviting 
prospect. Simultaneously they turned to the frozen figure in 
the black dressing-gown standing behind Halton, hands 
pressed to her mouth. 

'Isabelle —Isabelle 1’ the shrill voice wailed down through 
the slumbering house like a police siren. 

‘Josic,’ exclaimed Halton. ‘She’s a screamer, we’d better get 
the house up.’ 

Kilbum nodded. ‘Neil or Prentice can take turns with me 
guarding this room.’ Abruptly with cold shock it occurred 
to him that if Neva Blanchard had been murdered—as the 
terrible wound on her head certainly indicated, someone at the 
inn of the Rising Wolf could be guilty of the atrocity. There 
seemed nothing, however, to do at the moment but proceed 
on the assumption that everyone was innocent. 

Halton strode from the room and Kilbum heard him 
tersely answering Josie’s shrill insistent questions. He re¬ 
called the lamp out on the bar, made his way to it and lit 
it with his candle. It was a heavy ornate glass affair and 
looked beautiful now. Never again would he feel casual about 
electricity. 

In a few minutes candles were fluttering like golden moths 
down the dark staircase, and voices hushed and strange 
echoed eerily through the old inn. 

‘But good heavens, this is simply not believable.’ 

Kilbum turned with a feeling of intense relief to sec 
Wilson Prentice peering bewildcringly into the Modoc room. 


SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 


45 

He wore a grey-striped robe over dark pyjamas and was 
incredulously adjusting his spectacles. 'Hnlton said that Mrs. 
Blanchard . . . We must contact the authorities at once.’ 

‘Halton is starting for Taura,’ Kilbum assured him. 

There was a sudden soft Hurry of silk and a slight figure 
pushed around Prentice’s bulky form. Kilbum caught a 
swift glance at Callic Slade’s face, sharp and waxen, before 
she uttered a thin scream and pitched headlong to the floor. 

‘Oh, good heavens, the girl has fainted.’ Prentice bent help¬ 
lessly over her. ‘We’d better get one of the help, perhaps that 
red-headed waitress . . .’ 

‘And lock this room,’ Kilburn added grimly. ‘We can’t have 
them crowding in here and collapsing. I'll see if I can find a 
key.' 

Callie was stirring by the tune Prentice returned with 
Josie. At first it appeared they were going to have trouble 
with Josie herself. She gave one goggle-eyed glance at the 
shadowy corner where her employer lay and her big body 
reeled heavily against the door frame, slack mouth working 
soundlessly. 

‘Get hold of yourself, Josie,’ Kilbum ordered sharply. ‘Mrs. 
Slade needs attention. Take her into the kitchen.’ 

'Mrs. Blanchard—that —woman . . . Oh, my Lord—that 
woman ! ’ she repeated the words wildly over and over. Assist¬ 
ing Callie from the room she stared over her shoulder at the 
two men. ‘She was so awful much— alive.’ 

Kilburn understood what she meant. Spirited, with a 
restless vitality which aroused everyone around her like an 
electric current, it seemed impossible to believe the flame of 
life could have been so abruptly extinguished in Neva 
Blanchard. 

When the big waitress had gone, gaudily flowered robe 
flapping about bare pink ankles, her arm supporting the now 
hysterically sobbing Callic, Kilburn wrapped one hand in his 
handkerchief, crossed over and latched the outside door. 

‘Where do you suppose she kept the key to the other door, 
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Prentice?’ 

‘Perhaps in the desk, if she ever locked this door,’ the 
mineralogist gazed uncertainly about. ‘The inn help might 
know about that.’ 

Kilburn shook his head. ‘Right now I doubt if they know 
their own names. I’ll barricade the door with chairs from the 
bar parlour; anyone trying to open it will make enough 
racket to attract attention.’ 

‘I can’t imagine,’ Prentice said, his heavy face looking a 
little grey, ‘why anyone would choose to enter this room.’ 

They crossed the hall together and met Halton and Tanis 
descending the stairs. Halton had an arm about the girl and 
was guiding their steps with his flashlight. She was entirely 
composed. It was the awareness of sudden violent death and 
not grief which had blanched her cheeks leaving her as 
white as the robe she was wearing. 

Halton said: ‘I’m on my way to Taura, the drive’s a good 
two hours—one way.’ 

‘How about Harvard Neil? Where is he?’ 

The rancher shook his blond head. ‘Can’t get the man up. 
He was beltin’ down the drinks mighty fast last night and 
seems like he’s dead out. We’ll have to just let him sleep it 
off. I’ll head back as soon as I locate Cheyney.’ 

‘Cheyney?’ 

‘Sheriff Hoyt Cheyney. Has Hodack showed yet?' 

‘Not yet. Where do you think he could be?’ 

‘You might take a look in the barn, but if his Ford is gone 
I sure wouldn’t know.’ 

Prentice spoke solicitously to Tanis: ‘Perhaps you’d better 
go out to the kitchen, Miss Blanchard. I believe the others arc 
there.’ 

She nodded but remained poised at the foot of the stairs, 
clasping the folds of her robe with desperately clenched hands, 
wide blue eyes gazing scarchingly at nothing. 

Halton had changed into boots, brown slacks and shirt. 
He thrust his wide hat on his head, gave them all a quick 
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nod and headed for the door. When he pulled it open cold 
fresh air spiced with sage flooded in. He paused an instant 
framed against the ghostly half-light, then his heels pounded 
on the planks of the veranda. Presently they heard the roar 
of a motor loud in the stillness. 

Kilburn said: ‘We all need coffee.’ Why he was taking 
charge he didn’t know except that at the moment no one 
else seemed capable of assuming that responsibility. Perhaps 
the duty fell to the inn manager, Hodack—then abruptly it 
occurred to him that now, of course, the inn would be under 
authority of Tanis Blanchard. Who else? 

A lamp burned on the table in the big kitchen, and he 
stepped back fifty years crossing the threshold. Its mellow 
glow washed over wide waxed floor-boards, a monstrous old 
wood range, open shelves of dishes, red-checked curtains. Tire 
only modern conveniences were, refrigerator and sink, a small 
oil stove. Fire was crackling in the range giving out a reviving 
warmth. 

Callie sat huddled at the table, Josie was taking down cups 
from a shelf and Isabelle unsteadily measured coffee into a 
blue-enamelled pot. 

Kilburn crossed to Tanis. ‘Arc you all right?’ When she 
nodded he added: ‘Have some coffee with the others. I’m 
going to look for Hodack.’ 

He turned to Prentice, ‘Perhaps you’d better stay with the 
women just in case . . .' 

The big man nodded. ‘Of course, someone should. I hope 
you find Evans soon.’ 

Kilburn stepped out into the morning. Not even the wak¬ 
ing day could dispel the chill atmosphere of death and decay 
which seemed to brood over the vicinity with the awareness 
of that silent woman in the ill-famed Modoc room. No wind 
stirred, the desert slept in a leaden trance of stillness, the inn, 
outbuildings, the barren slopes, even the tremulous leaves of 
the great Lombardy poplars hung motionless, grey witli sand 
from the night’s storm. 
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He circled the inn, paused by the side door to the Modoc 
room, keeping well back to avoid erasing footprints, if there 
could be any impression among the dry grasses of the hard, 
sun-baked earth littered with wind debris. A rude platform 
of planks beneath the door constituted a porch, and the path, 
grass-grown leading away from it would seem to indicate the 
door was infrequently used. 

As he turned towards the rear of the building his foot 
struck a rock and he kicked it out of the way, glancing 
down . . . He stiffened, then stepped quickly backwards, his 
stomach churning. The stone was perhaps nine inches long, of 
some dark pebbly rock, tapering slightly at one end. It was a 
pestle such as Indians use to pulverize their own corn in 
stone mortars. The club end was crimson, sticky with blood. 
He felt his own blood draining from his face. 

He had stumbled upon the murder weapon. 

It was a terrible weapon. He’d handled indian pestles on 
Reservations—so heavy that one blow wielded with any kind 
of force could easily crush a skull. Undoubtedly it bore 
fingerprints. He’d leave it where it had fallen and tell the 
sheriff where it was. He turned and walked away. 

Suddenly a horse nickered, a clear carrying sound in the 
early hush, and he recalled noticing two horses grazing on 
the sage hills the day before. The stable was a considerable 
distance from the inn, its timbers so weathered by time it had 
almost become a part of the desert slope against which it 
leaned. 

Two horses, beautiful bays, were standing alertly, un- 
haltcrcd by their mangers. Ears erect they turned inquiring 
heads as lie ventured into their dim cavern smelling warmly 
of hay. Keeping well back from the unpredictable heels he 
moved past them to the open doorway of the saddle room. 
They shifted glossy, well-curried flanks and watched him 
with liquid-brown eyes, curious yet wary. 

‘Who’s out there?’ suddenly demanded a rasping voice. 

"Brice Kilbum.’ 
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A figure was struggling up from a nest of blankets thrown 
across bales of hay. He was fully clad, even to the extent of 
an unsheathed knife thrust into his belt. 

‘Hodack, we've been wondering where you were.’ 

Distrustfully the man peered at him through locks of lank 
black hair fallen over his eyes. There was no air of sleepiness 
about him. ‘What business is it of yours or theirs where I 
am?’ 

Kilbum regarded him thoughtfully. ‘Something has hap¬ 
pened at the inn. Do you frequently sleep out here?’ 

He shambled to his feet. ‘When the horses are restless I 
do, and the storm last night had them stompin’ around. Why 
are you wanderin’ around afore daylight, Mister?’ 

He hadn’t asked what had happened at the inn—if that 
meant anything. ‘Mrs. Blanchard has had—an accident.’ 

The man’s thin lips twitched, but the obsidian eyes stared 
at him unblinkingly. ‘Mrs. Blanchard!’ 

‘Someone attacked her—and killed her. Halton has gone 
for the sheriff.’ 

Hodack’s reaction to the stark words was startling. His 
lips wreathed back over crooked yellow teeth, and he drew 
his meagre body erect. ‘The wolf has risen—again,’ he ex¬ 
claimed harshly. 

‘Well, risen or not, you’d better come to the house.’ 

Like one moving in a trance Hodack walked towards the 
stalls. ‘After I’ve fed and watered the horses.’ 

Kilburn went oait. 

The fragrance of fresh coffee greeted him when he entered 
the kitchen, and now the lamp’s flame was dissolved in the 
pale pink flush of morning. The women were gathered about 
the long table, steaming cups in front of them, Prentice paced 
the floor with slow dignified steps. He turned with open re¬ 
lief when Kilburn walked in. 

‘Did you find Evans?’ 

‘He was out in the stable sleeping on a bale of hay, where 
he seems to have spent the night. Does he do that often. 
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Josie?’ 

Tile big woman shrugged heavy shoulders. ‘Guess he does, 
but that man comes and goes like a regular shadow, he 
does.’ 

Isabelle didn’t know for sure. She lifted dead eyes, the 
bloodless face impassive. Her coffee stood untouched. 

Other questions seethed in Kilburn’s brain, but it wasn’t 
his business to ask them. He studied the faces around the 
table w hen Josie had poured him coffee. Callie Slade s russet 
cheeks were dried of the wild tears but tenor still dilated her 
eyes and she was visibly trembling. Tanis was deathly pale, 
her lips compressed, and he suspected she was clinging to 
that rigid control with terrific effon. Even Prentice, for all 
his deliberate pacing, showed agitation. His big hands twisted 
and untwisted the grey silk cord of his dressing-gown, and 
every now and again he shook his head unbelievingly. 

Only Josie seemed to have recovered from shock. She 
appeared, in fact, to be exhilarated by all the excitement, her 
eyes rolling around as she flourished the coffee pot, wild 
red hair practically standing on end. 

‘I simply can’t believe it.’ Callie repeated shrilly over and 
over. ‘Who would attack Neva, and why ? She did keep money 
in that safe but . . .’ 

‘Where is the safe?’ demanded Prentice, coming out of 
his fog of abstraction. ‘And who in the inn would know if 
any money was taken?’ 

Callie’s gold-brown gaze sharpened. ‘The safe is in the 
Modoc room beside the desk, covered with an indian blanket. 
Hodack or Tanis Blanchard might know about the money. 
Do you know, Tanis?’ 

Tanis’ dark head came up. ‘Neva never discussed financial 
matters with me. But she mentioned that it was her custom 
to drive to Taura at least every two weeks and bank what 
room rent she’d taken in. There couldn’t have been very 
much in the safe for she drove to Taura ten days ago for 
supplies.’ 
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Josie had dropped into a chair by the stove, but she sud¬ 
denly reared to her feet. ‘Do you want Isabelle and I should 
cook breakfast, Miss Blanchard, about seven?’ 

Colour surged into Tanis' cheeks and she gazed at Josie 
with startled eyes. For the first time it apparently dawned 
upon her that she was in charge of the inn. ‘Why—yes, Josie, 
I—I suppose so.’ 

‘The men will be hungry when they get here,’ the big 
woman said comfortably. ‘After that long drive. I guess 
maybe we should have bacon—eggs and buttermilk cakes, 
shouldn’t we, Isabelle?’ 

The silent woman at the end of the table lifted a shaking 
hand and pushed back the shadowy hair falling over her 
forehead. She nodded without speaking. 

Kilburn seared at her curiously. Her beauty was like that 
of the dead, without colour or vitality. 

It s taking Hodack a long time to feed those horses,' he said. 
‘How well do you know Hodack Evans, Mrs. Slade.’ 

She shrugged. ‘Oh, everyone around here knows Hodack. 
His whole life is this inn. His mother was a Modoc indian 
and he claims this place was built on sacred Tribal Council 
grounds. He absolutely lives in the past.’ She shuddered. 
‘Heaven knows it was a bloody one.’ She gasped and caught 
her lower lip between small white teeth. Her voice faded to a 
whisper: ‘Hodack hated Neva, but I’m—I’m sure lie wouldn’t 
—kill her. Who could have killed her?' 

‘That is what we hope to find out when the authorities 
arrive,’ Prentice said heavily. ‘I—I hope this won’t alter my 
vacation plans. Here’s Evans now.’ 

Hodack slid into the room silent as a shade, and Josie 
lumbered over with the coffee pot. He dropped down word¬ 
lessly on a bench beside the stove. 

I anis rose. ‘It’s daylight, I'm going up and dress.’ 

Callic sprang to her feet also. ‘Ill go with you. After break¬ 
fast I’m going home.’ 

‘I don’t think anyone is supposed to leave,’ Prentice said 
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doubtfully. ‘Not until the authorities question people. But of 
course, I'm not at all familiar with police procedure.’ 

‘Oli, I'm sure Sheriff Chcyney will let me go.’ 

The two women slipped from the room, and Josie wrapped 
her robe with a flourish about her buxom form. 'Come on, 
Isabelle, we better go get some more clothes on, too.’ 

Obediently the dark woman stood up, and like a somnam¬ 
bulist followed the waitress from the kitchen. 

From somewhere up a lonely coulee came the long drawn 
heart-chilling cry of a coyote. 


CHAPTER FIVE 


It was after eight o'clock when Halton’s station wagon swept 
into the lane. It was followed by two dark green county cars. 
In the first was Sheriff Hoyt Chcyney and his Deputy, Linn 
Baird, in the other the county coroner, Dr. Lewis Wall and 
his assistant. 

Kilbum was smoking on the veranda in flooding sunshine 
already gathering heat, and Halton made brief introductions 
as the four men strode up. 

The sheriff wore a spruce-green uniform, the jacket smartly 
decorated with black braid, but he looked more like a rancher 
than a law enforcement officer. A wide live-gallon hat was 
pushed to the back of a head thatched with curly black hair, 
and his skin was burned to the hue of leather. He was prob¬ 
ably not more than forty, and looked as hard as nails. Ex¬ 
ceedingly intelligent brown eyes in a thin hawk face gave 
Kilburn a swift sharp scrutiny. 

‘Dexter Halton said you were the one who found the body 
of Mrs. Blanchard.’ 
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Kilburn shook his head. ‘No. I heard a noise on the stairs, 
investigated and saw the took, Isabelle Cronin unconscious at 
the foot of them. She had discovered the woman—dead, tried 
apparently to get upstairs for help and fainted, dropping her 
iron candlestick, which was the sound that ’wakened me. 
When she came out of it she took me—to Mrs. Blanchard.’ 

On the way to the bar parlour Kilburn explained about the 
chairs barricading the door of the Modoc room, and Cheyney 
took them down and pushed open the door, to be greeted 
by the scent of old wood and a rich musk-like perfume 
emanating from the woman’s garments. Light from the thinly 
curtained window streamed in. 

Cheyney glanced from the crimson stains soaking into an 
indian rug to the still form on the couch. With Dr. Wall 
behind him he crossed the room and gazed down at the wax 
figure of Neva Blanchard. Presently the Sheriff turned and 
came back to Kilburn. He motioned to the low table beside 
the couch. A half-burned candle in a brass holder stood on 
its top, beside a hammered-copper ashtray, a pile of maga¬ 
zines, a bottle half-full of Old Crow whisky. The latter was 
flanked by two glasses; there was liquor in the bottom of 
one, the other was empty. 

‘Did you touch or move anything, Kilburn?’ 

Kilburn shook his head. ‘I examined only the window and 
the door. The door was unlocked. It leads outside, and it was 
slightly open. I closed it and braced the chair against it.’ 

On his way to the door Cheyney spoke over his shoulder: 
‘I’ll want to talk to you later—after I’ve seen Isabelle Cronin. 
Who’s in charge of the inn now? Halton said nine people 
were staying here.’ 

‘Mrs. Blanchard’s niece, Tanis Blanchard would be in 
charge, I should think.’ Kilburn stood gazing down at the 
table. It was a cobbler’s bench of hardrock maple. Some¬ 
thing about the two glasses nudged his memory—then slipped 
away. 

The table interests you?’ The Sheriff’s voice was easy. He 
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had turned and was watching him. 

One glass was clear, the other amber-coloured. Down the 
latter ran a long irregular crack. Slowly Kilburn shook his 
head, nodded to the Sheriff and went out, mulling over the 
glasses. 

It was ten o’clock before Chcyncy got around to him. He’d 
had breakfast alone, and was restlessly pacing his room, 
wondering how soon he could get away. The Sheriff stepped 
in, a paper in his hand which he took to the table under 
the window. He was followed by Deputy Baird, a heavy-set, 
silent man. 

‘This is a rough sketch of the upper floor, Kilburn.’ Chey- 
ney spread the paper flat on the table and indicated with a 
pencil. The hall is T-shaped with the corridor to the upper 
veranda the stem of the T. Your room is about the middle of 
the main hall nearly opposite the stairway to the lower floor. 
The bath is north of you, and Mr. Wilson Prentice has the 
room on the north corner. I understand that Hodack Evans 
occupies the one to your right, and a Harvard Neil is on the 
south corner. Is that correct?’ 

Kilburn studied the layout with raised brows. ‘I haven’t 
the slightest idea who occupies the different rooms, aside from 
Miss Blanchard.’ 

The instant the words were out he mentally kicked himself. 
The Sheriff immediately caught him up. ‘Miss Blanchard? 
Well, we’ll return to her presently. Please study the arrange¬ 
ment of the rooms, particularly those overlooking the front 
veranda. From north to south there are four with the stair¬ 
way between, occupied respectively by Dexter Halton, Mrs. 
Blanchard, and across the veranda corridor. Miss Blanchard, 
with Mrs. Leo Slade on the north comer. Everyone would 
have to walk near your room to reach theirs. Did you hear 
footsteps before you heard something falling? 

Kilburn shook his head. ‘No, I heard nothing, however 
the first night I was here I did hear a cry and went out to 
investigate. I met Tanis Blanchard. She was terrified be- 
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cause someone had crashed into her, knocked her down when 
she was on her way to see if Mrs. Blanchard needed her. She 
was sure she heard her step-aunt call out. I took a look 
around, but being unfamiliar with the building I didn’t 
think it very smart to explore, and I didn’t take the girl’s 
alarm too seriously. After what has happened I can see the 
incident could be important.’ 

‘Where do you live, Mr. Kilburn?' 

‘Vancouver, however, I own several camera supply shops in 
Washington and divide my time between them.’ 

‘Are you married?’ 

He shook his head. 

*Why did you come to the inn?’ 

Kilburn hesitated and his gaze travelled beyond the 
SheriH to the open window where the cottonwood leaves 
twinked jade and silver in a sunny breeze. ‘I’m on vacation.’ 

He was aware of the keen inspection with which Cheyncy 
was favouring him. ‘You just happened to drive into the 
Kamo Canyon and put up at this inn?’ 

‘Well, no.’ 

‘You had a specific reason for coming here?’ 

Kilburn dropped down on the edge of the bed. His reason 
for coming didn’t seem so melodramatic now—with Neva 
Blanchard murdered. ‘I was about to leave on my vacation 
when I received a surprise visit from an old friend, Wallace 
Davidson, who lives in Seattle. He asked me to detour on my 
trip and stop by the Inn of the Rising Wolf, and remain for 
a few days—to make sure Tanis Blanchard was perfectly safe.’ 

The Sheriff stiffened. ‘And why shouldn’t Miss Blanchard 
be safe?’ 

‘Davidson was a close friend of Dr. Blanchard, he neither 
liked nor trusted Neva Laurence, and felt that his friend’s 
sudden marriage was too impulsive and unconsidcrcd. Neva 
was a widow—from Denver, I understand, and had made a 
noticeable play for the doctor.’ 

Kilburn stared thoughtfully at the blue smoke curling 
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from the cigarette betwen his fingers. ‘Dr. Elliot died very 
suddenly, less than two years after coming to the canyon 
and when Tunis decided to come to the Rising Wolf to learn 
the details of her uncle’s death, Davidson was concerned. 
Mrs. Blanchard made no bones about not liking Tanis,’ he 
shrugged. 'It seemed kind of ridiculous to me. I didn’t know 
the girl, but I came, made the acquaintance of Mrs. Blanch¬ 
ard and tried to keep an eye on Tanis.’ 

'You didn’t tell the girl why you were here?’ 

‘No, as a stranger I had a better chance to size up the situa¬ 
tion—if there was any situation to size up. After Tanis’ alarm 
that first night I began to worry a little, yet I couldn’t believe 
her step-aunt would actually do her any harm.’ 

Chcyney thrust a brown hand absently through his curly 
black hair. ‘Dill you see anything that might suggest Mrs. 
Blanchard was in any kind of danger?’ 

Kilbum leaned over and crushed out the cigarette in an 
ashtray on a nearby chair. ‘Rather the contrary, she appeared 
eminently capable of looking after herself.’ 

‘What time did you come up to your room last night?’ 

‘Fairly early, perhaps around ten.’ 

‘Did you hear the others come up?’ 

‘I heard talk and laughter in the hall while I was dozing, 
and someone staggered and fell against my door around 
midnight. It was probably the salesman since he was dead 
out from liquor when we tried to get him up this morn¬ 
ing.’ 

‘He’s awake now, after a fashion,’ the Sheriff volunteered, 
‘and recalls nothing about last night.’ 

Under questioning Kilburn detailed his actions following 
the discovery of the innkeeper’s body. Then he tossed his 
small bomb—which he probably should have done before: 

‘I believe I found the weapon which killed Mrs. Blanchard.’ 

Cheyney’s hard brown face didn’t change expression. ‘You 
did? Where?’ 

'In the tall grass outside the Modoc room near the side 
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door. An Indian stone pestle. It was covered with blood . , . 
I was circling the building and stumbled over it. I assume the 
murderer tossed it out there and didn’t have time to hide it.’ 

The Sheriff nodded. That’s what we assume also.’ 

'You found it?’ he should have suspected even a sheriff in 
this remote country would be smart enough to search the 
grounds immediately. 

‘We’re sending it up to the State Lab to check for finger¬ 
prints.’ Cheyney kindly told him. ’Did you touch it?’ 

’No. I saw the bloocL . . .’ Suddenly he remembered the 
silent watcher he’d glimpsed the night of his arrival. He 
told the officers about him. 'He could have been the man who 
encountered Tanis Blanchard in the corridor.’ 

‘You didn’t get a glimpse of his face?’ 

He shook his head. ‘It was almost dark, but since everyone 
staying at the inn was downstairs, or at least, I think they 
were . . .* 

That makes all the difference,’ Cheyney observed dryly. 
‘What you actually know and what you think you know. 
You’re not even sure whether it was a man or a woman, are 
you?’ 

'Well, I took it for a man, the pants . . .’ he smiled wryly, 
‘but of course all the women wear trousers now.’ 

The Sheriff folded his map of the inn and swung towards 
the door. ‘I’in afraid you’ll have to extend your stay at the 
inn for awhile, though you're free, of course, to come and go 
within reason. You’ll be expected to attend the Inquest to 
substantiate Isabelle Cronin’s testimony. If there is anything 
you have forgotten to tell us we’ll be glad to hear it.’ 

Polite as the devil he was, but in plain words they were all 
prisoners in the Rising Wolf while the murder investigation 
was going on. The two men departed and after he’d shaved 
Kilburn went down to the lounge. 

Through the green curtain of geraniums at the front win¬ 
dows he glimpsed a long black car backed up to the side 
gate. A pale fat man was climbing down from the driver’s 
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scat. 

At that precise moment Tanis Blanchard slipped in from 
the dining-room. Kilburn wheeled about, crossed to her and 
took her arm. ‘Come out to the other room. This is no 
place for you right now.’ 

Her hand flew to her lips and her white face went a shade 
whiter. ‘They’re—taking Neva—away.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

Obediently she allowed him to lead her out through the 
kitchen to the back porch where the new day was gathering 
warmth and brilliance, and the gaunt shoulders of the Rising 
Wolf mountain rose burnished with sunlight against a flame 
blue sky. 

Tanis walked over and rested slim hands on the porch 
railing. She had slipped on a thin grey dress, full skirted and 
sleeveless, and her hair was caught back with grey silk 
bandau. The nun-like outfit dramatized her pale loveliness. 
She turned a distressed face to him. 

‘I—I feel so inadequate, Mr. Kilburn. The people working 
here look to me now, and I don't know one thing about oper¬ 
ating an inn. I suppose,’ she added uncertainly, ‘I’ll be the 
owner now.’ 

‘Didn’t Mrs. Blanchard have relatives?’ 

‘Neva told Uncle Elliot she had no close relatives. That's 
why he couldn’t understand her protesting so strongly when 
he insisted on keeping me in his will in the event of her 
death.’ Sudden tears glittered on the long lashes. ‘I—I know 
my uncle regretted his impulsive marriage. He was desper¬ 
ately lonely after Aunt Sue passed away, and Neva was viva¬ 
cious, such good company when his spirits were at low- 
ebb , , ’ her voice faded. 

‘How did you and Neva get along?’ 

She turned, lifting to him eyes dark and haunted. ‘From 
the first she disliked me, and I sensed that she didn’t love 
Uncle Elliot. I never lived with them, I have ray own apart¬ 
ment near my work. I’m a medical secretary. They moved 
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here very soon after the wedding. I—I had to choose my 
words carefully talking with the sheriff because I didn’t want 
to disparage Neva or tell him how intensely she resented my 
coming to the inn, and how horribly rude and overbearing 
she had been. I don’t know what I shall say at lire Inquest.’ 

‘Why did you stay on if she was so inhospitable?’ 

She flung out her hands. ‘I shouldn’t be telling you all 
this—a stranger,’ there was a note of desperation in her soft 
voice, ‘but there isn’t anyone 1 can talk to, and right now I 
need to talk. It’s such a dreadful thing to happen, so in¬ 
credible—to have Neva murdered when I came here to dis¬ 
cover whether or not she was responsible for my uncle’s 
death.’ 

He stared at her. ‘Good God, you thought Neva might have 
killed him?’ 

The delicate face suddenly froze to the rigidity of marble. 
‘Yes, that’s why I came here. Uncle Elliot was in good health, 
carrying on his medical practice. They were married, he 
retired, and they moved out here, but in less than two years 
he was dead. I’ve learned a good deal about Neva since 1 
came. She could be vicious when she was drinking. None of 
the help liked her.’ 

‘Why didn’t you visit them while your uncle was alive?’ 

She shook her head, swallowing hard. ‘He—he kept putting 
me off, he wrote Neva was too busy getting the inn into shape 
for operating. I realized, of course, they were both working 
terribly hard renovating the place, but I suspected Neva 
didn’t want me. Then suddenly he wrote me very urgently to 
come to him during my—this vacation. But—he died.’ 

She turned bleakly towards the door. ‘I dread the Inquest, 
since I knew Neva better than anyone else, which isn’t say¬ 
ing very much, I’ll be summoned as a witness Sheriff Cheyncy 
said. I’d better go now and help plan lunch. I’m so thankful 
for Josie Jensen, she’s cheerful and willing to work. I don’t 
know Isabelle very well. Finding Neva was a dreadful shock 
to her. Doctor Wall gave her a sedative and she’s lying 
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down.’ 

Kilburn spoke with quickened interest: ‘Isabelle is a re¬ 
markably attractive girl, despite that apathetic manner. What 
do you know about her?’ 

‘Practically nothing. She comes from far up the canyon 
somewhere, and is married to a cowboy working on the Circle 
T ranch, Josie told me. She resented Neva’s sharp authority 
but stayed on because she needs the work. She’s a very good 
cook.’ 

She gave him a sudden enchanting smile. ‘Thanks for 
letting me—pour out to you.’ She slipped back into the 
kitchen. 

The day was rapidly growing sultry despite the breeze. 
Murder seemed unbelievable under that glowing sky, the 
sage billowing silver, the great Lombardy poplars lining the 
driveway lacquered with sunlight, cocky little blackbirds flit¬ 
ting from fence post to fence post twittering gaily. As he 
gazed a shadow drifted soundlessly down the gulch on grey 
grotesque wings, featlicrless neck extended. 

Buzzard!’ It was Halton’s voice. The screen door slammed 
behind him. The rancher strode out to the steps and stood 
hands thrust into his wide belt, squinting at the great bird 
for a moment, then he threw a cynical glance at Kilburn. ‘I 
suppose Cheyney gave you the once over, too. He seems 
mighty sure we’re all telling him a pack of lies, How in 
thunder can you prove you'd hit the hay and was pounding 
your ear when somebody knocked Neva over.’ 

Kilburn smiled wryly. ‘Well, naturally the murderer lies, 
which casts the rest of us under suspicion. But of course, the 
Sheriff will trace it down to motive.’ 

‘Well, now, what the devil motive could / have?’ Halton 
demanded derisively. ‘Sure I rode over here week-ends to 
chew the rag and lift a few drinks, so do other men, and 
some of them brought their girls. This is lonely country. 
Neva was live company when she wasn’t in one of her moods, 
then she could be about as safe as a treed cougcr. She’d 
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brew up a storm with anyone and lace the hired help.’ 

Halton slapped dust from his pants and squinted again at 
the sky. ‘If anyone at the Rising Wolf killed Neva I’d lay 
a bet on that salesman Harvard Neil.’ 

Kilburn’s brows rose. ‘Neil? Good lord, why? He’s a 
travelling salesman and seems a pleasant enough guy. He 
doesn’t strike me as being the rage type killed, limited as my 
experience is with rage type killers. What ever motive could 
he have?’ 

‘He was drunk, staggering drunk, and seemed like he fell 
hard for Neva, I had to knock him away from her, got jealous 
when she talked to the other men. But he says he don’t re¬ 
member one darned thing after he reeled outa the bar.’ 

Halton jerked a pack of cigarettes from a breast pocket, 
shook one out and thrust it between his thin lips. Fury boiled 
in him. and the fact interested Kilbum. Who was he furious 
with? He shrugged. ‘It was probably only one of Neil’s stop¬ 
over infatuations, Halton.’ 

The rancher gave a short laugh. 'Neva sure could hit a guy 
like that, I admit.’ 

There was a light quick patter of steps behind them and 
Callie Slade ran out. ‘Oh, here you are, Dcx, I’ve been looking 
all over for you. That is, wherever Sheriff Chcyney and that 
fat deputy of his will let me go.’ She caught the rancher by 
tbe arm. ‘They—have taken—her away. Dex, I have to go 
home for a few hours. They gave me permission, but said 
I’d have to come back and stay here until they’re through 
with their investigation. Will you go with me, Dex?’ 

He swung around and stared down at her with a blazing 
blue gaze. ‘Are you blind-crazy, Callie? Leo would love my 
drivin’ in with you, wouldn’t he? What the devil arc you 
tryin’ to stir up anyhow?’ 

The girl’s bright pouting mouth hardened. ‘It’s got to 
come out sometime.’ There was an edge to her voice and her 
fingers tightened on his arm. ‘We can’t go on like this for¬ 
ever.’ 
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Deliberately Halton disengaged her fingers, turned and 
moved away. ‘Don’t brew up anything, Callie, you bear? 
Take Kilbum here with you and Tanis Blanchard. They’ve 
never seen this country, and they’re stuck here like the rest 
of us.’ 

Callie stood silent a moment, a hard-boiled little figure in 
royal-blue pants with a blue flowered shirt, the restless gold- 
brown eyes searching Halton’s face with feverish intensity. 
‘What will you do?’ 

‘Drive back to the Bar Grey. I’ll be there likely all day 
ridin’ fence.' He strode past her and entered the inn. 

The girl whirled about to Kilburn. ‘Will you ride out to 
Yellow Cloud with me after lunch, Mr. Kilburn? I’ll ask Tanis 
to go too, I’m sure she’d like to get out of this horrible place 
for awhile. I need to pick up a few things.’ 

‘I agree with you that anything is better than hanging 
around the inn. If Tanis can get away I’ll come along too.’ 
Why didn’t Callie want to see her husband alone? 

Lunch was a strained and silent meal. Halton had driven 
off. The Sheriff was still prowling the inn and appeared for a 
cup of coffee with Baird. He sat down at the other table 
where he could watch them all without appearing to do so. 
Prentice, stolid anil absent-minded, appeared pleased to sec 
Kilburn when he dropped down across from him. Neil, shaky 
and grey-faced from his night-before binge—and probably 
also from the Sheriff’s grilling, dragged in and sagged mutely 
into a chair. Callie and Tanis didn’t appear and were likely 
having lunch in the kitchen. 

Half-way through the meal Hodack Evans appeared and 
settled himself at the far end of the table where he con¬ 
sumed roast beef hash in morose silence. Josie moved up and 
down on squeaking tip-toe trying to appear as solemn as 
she felt the occasion demanded. Over the room brooded a 
curious hush, a sombreness despite the sunlight flooding 
through the tall windows, and beneath the odours of fried 
meat and coffee Kilburn was certain he could smell decaying 
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wood, must, and cobwebs. 

After rice pudding had been served the Sheriff spoke to 
Josic and she hurried out to return with Callie and Tanis. 
Then he climbed to his feet and tapped his water glass with 
a knife. His sharp brown gaze roved over them. 

‘Since we're all here together with the exception of Dexter 
Halton and Mrs. Cronin who is lying down. I’d like to repeat 
that while this investigation is going on you will all make 
your headquarters here where I can reach you. The room 
where Mrs. Elliot Blanchard was killed has been sealed for 
the time being.’ 

The searching eyes moved deliberately from face to face. 
‘Mrs. Blanchard was killed somewhere around two-thirty or 
three this morning. I’ve talked with each one of you individu¬ 
ally, and every statement will be investigated. If there’s any¬ 
thing, anything at all that you’ve neglected to mention which 
might help in identifying the person who assaulted Mrs. 
Blanchard, remember that you can be charged with with¬ 
holding criminal evidence, when the facts come out — which 
they eventually will.’ 

He reached for his wide hat and his words fell like chips 
off the rimrock: ‘Since the murder took place in the night 
none of you seem to have alibis, and were supposedly sleep¬ 
ing in your rooms. Whether or not you were we’ll soon find 
out.’ He clapped the hat on his curly black mat of hair, and 
the two men strode from the room. 

Prentice said heavily: ‘The fellow will undoubtedly pry 
into our personal lives to see if he can connect us somehow 
with this woman, or if we’ve committed any previous criminal 
act.’ He gave Kilburn a chagrined smile. ‘I suppose he will 
discover that I — I dug out a few fossil hones of which I made 
no report to any scientific body.’ 

‘Is one supposed to report such discoveries?’ 

‘Oh, it’s no written law, but these valuable finds should 
he and usually are. recorded for posterity. I’m turning into 
a bit of a miser I imagine, hoarding my best agates and my 
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fire opals and a few choice bones.’ 

Harvard Neil gave a short explosive laugh. 'Sounds more 
like you’re turning dog.' 

Prentice rose ponderously to his feet, his big face offended. 
He looked at Kilburn. ‘There’s a fine fault or escarpment 
nearly two thousand feet high west of here, and I'm driving 
out to see what I can find at its base. Would you care to come 
along?’ 

‘Thanks, no, perhaps another time. I said I’d make a trip to 
some place called Yellow Cloud with Mrs. Slade and Miss 
Blanchard.’ 

Neil’s sandy brows lifted. ‘Life seems to be going on about 
as usual, as though . . .’ he shrugged. ‘Well, I’m going back 
to bed, if this blasted heat will let me sleep, then I’m head¬ 
ing for the metropolis of Taura to check my grocery order.’ 

Callic slipped over to Kilburn’s side. ‘It’s all set; Tanis can 
get away and go with us. Perhaps we could ride in your car.’ 

He assured her that they could, and twenty minutes later 
they drove away from the inn. It was an unspeakable relief 
to get away—from that dark sealed door and the heavy 
hushed atmosphere which falls strangely and inevitably over 
a house of death. Callie directed him up the canyon through 
shimmering waves of heat, a torrid wind beating in through 
the open windows. After a few miles they swung off into 
a narrow gorge cutting through rock cliffs and tabs slopes, 
which eventually fell away and they were speeding along a 
road winding through rolling sand hills, treeless, seemingly 
illimitable, a region mysterious in its unrelenting silence and 
antiquity. 

‘How in God's name did you ever happen to lose yourself in 
this forsaken country?' Kilburn demanded, swallowing dust 
and sand. He looked at Callie Slade. ‘You, your husband and 
Neva Blanchard?’ 

Callic sitting close beside him gave a brittle laugh. ‘Leo's 
nerves were shot. He was personnel manager for an Insurance 
Company, and the doctor told him he had to get away from 
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the city and people. Leo likes it out here, believe it or not.’ 

She swung about to Tunis. ‘Do you suppose you’ll be 
living at the Rising Wolf now?’ 

Dazedly Tanis shook her head. ‘I—I haven’t thought about 
that—not yet ... I can’t imagine living in such a terribly 
lonely place.’ 

‘I overheard the Sheriff talking with you.’ Callie’s tone was 
amused. 'He seems to think you are his best suspect. You have 
the perfect motive for killing your step-aunt.’ 


CHAPTER SIX 


Kilburn gave Callie Slade a startled glance. 'Why should the 
Sheriff consider Tanis a good suspect? What possible motive 
could she have for wanting her aunt out of the way?’ 

'Yes, tell me. please,’ Tanis urged, deadly quiet. 

Callie extended a small brown hand and coolly inspected 
her carmine lacquered nails. ‘Because Tanis probably didn’t 
like her uncle’s new wife and resented his marrying her and 
cheating Tanis out of his money and property, while if Neva 
were out of the way . . .’ she shrugged. 

‘How could Sheriff Cheyney know for certain that I would 
inherit anything if Neva died? No one, not even I, really 
knows.’ 

‘Oh, Hodack does. Neva mentioned the fact to him and 
to others several times after a couple of cocktails. She told all 
of us once that her husband’s niece was his pet, and he’d 
made out his will leaving everything to his wife, of course, 
but if Neva died, everything would go to Tanis. Neva didn’t 
like die idea one bit, in fact she was furious he left five 
thousand dollars to Tanis when he died so suddenly.’ 

‘That’s hardly a fortune,’ Kilburn said dryly. 

‘To me it was.’ Tanis spoke with difficulty. 
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‘Well, you’ll have the Rising Wolf now and all your uncle’s 
money likely,’ Callie declared flatly. 

The Sherill would soon find that out. Kilburn thought, by 
a long distance call from Taura to the Blanchard lawyer. He 
gave Callie a grim smile. 

‘It’s enlightening to know that you think Tanis capable of 
a brutal murder.’ 

For that matter Callie’s open infatuation for the handsome 
cattleman, and her jealousy of Neva could constitute a 
motive for murder. 

Callie flung out her hands. ‘Oh, I didn’t say Tanis was 
capable of such a dreadful thing. I was just talking about 
motives.’ 

The dun-colourcd wastes dotted with sage flowed past 
them, the monotonous landscape broken now and again by 
black outcroppings of rock and sudden deep coulees. Far away 
to the south dreamed a blue range of mountains. It was an 
hour and a half before they saw buildings scattered like a 
handful of brown chips on the desert floor. 

Callie waved a hand. ‘The metropolis of Yellow Cloud. 
‘And now you know why I take a vacation every few months 
and escape to Taura or the Inn of the Rising Wolf.’ 

As they drew close Kilburn could see the settlement con¬ 
sisted only of a gas station and small cafd combined, adjoin¬ 
ing a neatly painted brown house. In the station doorway 
lounged a tall reedy figure watching their approach. He 
didn't alter his position as they drew up. 

Callie slipped from the car and ran to him. Leo, I had 
to come back, something terrible has happened at the inn.-’ 
She turned and motioned to the others as they stepped grate¬ 
fully into the shade of the station. ‘You’ve met Tanis Blanch¬ 
ard. and this is Brice Kilburn, a guest at the inn. We all need 
a cold drink.’ 

The man’s eyes, grey under hooded lids, set deep in a 
thin face burned to the hue of old leather, surveyed them with 
no great interest. Once he might have been remarkably good- 
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looking but a long scar slashing down from his left eye 
diagonally to his chin gave him an unpleasantly sinister ex¬ 
pression. He slid a hand through thinning chestnut hair and 
jerked his head towards the interior of the cafe. He didn't ask 
what terrible thing had happened. 

When the three of them were ranged on stools at the small 
counter, Slade moved behind it raising his brows inquiringly. 
‘What will you have?’ His voice was agreeable, cultured. 

'A beer for me,’ Callie said instantly. 

•No.’ 

She sighed. ‘All right, ginger ale.’ 

He filled their orders with a smile for Tanis, and a nod not 
unfriendly at Kilburn. Then at last be asked: ‘Wbat un¬ 
precedented event did bring you back, Callie, before your 
hilarious five days were up?’ 

'Neva Blanchard was killed—murdered, last night, Leo. 
The Sheriff is there and they’ve been questioning everyone 

and . . .’ 

Kilburn observed that Slade’s hand pressing the spigot of 
the soda tap went suddenly rigid. A vein in the centre of his 
forehead began to throb. He stared beyond them through 
the window out to the yellow sun-beaten land. 

‘Who killed her?’ he asked at length. ‘Who was at the inn?’ 

Callie sprang down from the stool and began to pace im¬ 
patiently up and down the room, automatically flicking dust 
from the blue formica tops of the tables as she walked. 'They 
don’t know who killed her. Everyone said they were asleep— 
except Isabelle Cronin, Isabelle found her and then Mr. 
Kilburn came down anti they got everybody else up.’ 

’Who was staying at the inn?’ The question was repeated in 
the same level voice but there was an undertone of iron 
insistence, his eyes narrowed. 

Callie spun around to face him, golden-brown eyes veiled. 
’Mr. Kilburn, Tanis, Isabelle, Josie Jensen, that half-witted 
girl, a Wilson Prentice, a dull fat man who publishes some 
kind of mineral magazine, Dcx Halton . . .’ her voice faltered 
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over the name, ‘and a grocery salesman Harvard Neil and of 
course Ilodack Evans. That’s all.’ 

"Has the Sheriff selected anybody yet as her killer?’ 

Kilburn answered him: ‘Not to our knowledge. Mrs. 
Blanchard's body has been taken to Taura for a post mortem 
examination, and none of us are allowed to leave the vicinity 
for a time, at least.’ 

‘So I have to go right back, Leo,’ Callie interposed. ‘Sheriff 
Cheyney said I would have to appear at the Inquest because 
I knew Neva. I want to get some more clothes because there’s 
no telling how long we’ll be there. You’ll have to make out 
alone for awhile.’ 

*That seems evident. The Inquest,’ he added thoughtfully. 

‘Come with me to the house, Tanis, while I get my things.’ 

When the girls had gone Leo Slade lit a cigarette, leaned 
his elbows on the counter and drew the smoke deeply into 
his lungs, exhaling it slowly, watching the grey cloud thought¬ 
fully. The ticking of an old carved wooden clock above the 
row of glasses behind him echoed small hammer blows in the 
desert stillness. The smell of brewing coffee in a glass carafe 
at his elbow was strong in the warm air. He seemed to have 
forgotten Kilburn. 

Kilburn broke the silence: ‘A lonely place you have here, 
did you build the station?’ 

The man shook his head. ‘It was an old ruin run up by an 
ex-prospector. I bought him out and rebuilt. There’s always 
a car or two rolling in for gas and a sandwich or coffee, but 
we’d perish of starvation winters if it wasn't for the cattle. I 
have a thousand acres out there and I’m building up a large 
head of stock. I don’t call it loneliness, I call it peace.’ 

‘It’s certainly all in the way you regard it,’ Kilburn ad¬ 
mitted with a smile. ‘How does your wife consider it?’ 

The hooded grey eyes roved deliberately over him. ‘You’ve 
undoubtedly stood at the bar of the Rising Wolf with Callie. 
In that case you know exactly her feelings about Yellow 
Cloud. I give her four or five days out, every couple of months 
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if it’s possible. We can’t both get away at the same time un¬ 
less we get in a man to take over. Winters snowed in are bad 
on Callie. I have books, repair work, but she has no interests.’ 

He returned to the murder. ‘How was Neva killed?’ 

While Kilburn told him he observed that Slade was listen¬ 
ing with such concentrated attention his cigarette burned 
down to his lingers. He started and thrust the butt absently 
into a soda glass. 

‘Who would you say did it?' 

Kilburn shook his head. ‘Everyone at the inn is a total 
stranger to me so I wouldn’t hazard even a guess about who 
might murder a woman also a total stranger. In a remote 
region like this an incident could become magnified in im¬ 
portance in somebody’s mind, there’s so little outside interests 
to feed upon.’ 

‘Well mosdy,’ the other said dryly, ‘in the desert we have 
to work too hard to stay alive to worry about incidents. Neva 
Blanchard became pretty well known in the short time she’s 
been here. She was a sharp looker, and she could stir up a 
lively time,’ he paused. ‘She was—all sex, all greed . . . men 
went for her . . .’ Abruptly he checked himself. 

‘It seems strange a woman of her social nature would 
leave the city,’ Kilburn said, ‘that’s where they thrive.’ 

‘Like Callie,’ Slade added, with a bitter twist of the mouth. 
‘I kind of made up my mind Neva married this doctor who 
was about to retire, fur his dough. The desert appealed to 
him and they found the inn, though he told me once it was 
Neva’s idea they buy the place. Doc pottered around taking 
pictures of desert flowers, digging for stones and riding his 
horses, after they finished the repair work. But they were here 
less than two years when he suddenly dropped out of the 
picture.’ 

‘Heart failure?’ 

‘That’s what Doc Wall at Taura said, but there were whis¬ 
pers. There always is when an old guy married to a young 
man-hungry woman obligingly drops dead.’ 
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‘And now she’s gone.’ Kilburn’s fingers drummed on the 
counter reflectively. 'Would you hazard a guess about who 
might have a motive for wanting her out of the way.’ 

‘Have you met Dcx Halton, owner of the Bar Grey over be¬ 
yond Burning Ridge?’ 

'I had a couple of drinks with him.’ 

'Neva went up in smoke for Halton. It was one of those real 
violent things for awhile and still is on her part—I mean, 
was . . .’ 

‘And Halton? He’s a good-looking guy.’ 

‘He’s a yellow-bellied snake. And he had Neva just where 
he wanted her—right under his boots. Cattle, land, women, 
horses are Halton’s life—in that order.’ Slade slapped both 
hands down hard on the counter top. ‘He’s about as soft as a 
chip off a Juniper stump, but women can’t believe it. If any¬ 
one is capable of killing down at the Rising Wolf I’d say it 
would be Dex Halton.’ 

‘Being Doctor Blanchard’s widow she’d be quite well off, I 
suppose, why wouldn’t Halton consider her a desirable wife?’ 
Kilburn reflected aloud. 'Unless he’s married, of course.’ 

Slade straightened and turned to switch off the burner 
under the coffee maker. ‘Halton’s wife died three years ago. 
There was talk about that, too.’ 

‘Good lord, doesn’t anyone die a supposedly natural death 
out here?’ 

The man’s eyes flickered. The old lawless west isn’t quite 
as dead as most people suppose.’ 

‘How did Halton’s wife die?’ 

‘She drowned.’ 

‘Drowned—in the desert?’ 

‘There’s a small lake forty miles south of here. They were 
on a picnic with a bunch from Taura. Sue Halton swam out 
beyond her depth, screamed for help. Halton went out, and 
they saw her plunging about and some swear—he shoved her 
head under the water.’ 

A sudden chill chased itself down Kilburn’s spine at the 
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grim picture. 

‘It was common gossip Halton was sorry he married the 
girl.’ 

Kilburn returned to his original question: 'Why wouldn’t 
Halton want to marry Neva?’ 

‘He cooled on her. Maybe Neva had become a real deadly 
nuisance.’ 

For a man Kilburn suspected to be usually taciturn Slade 
was certainly talking a lot, and to a stranger. Possibly men in 
these solitary places indulged in talking jags when the oppor¬ 
tunity presented itself, and then again maybe he knew or 
suspected something. 

The women emerged from the rooms at the rear, Callie 
carrying a white suitcase. 'I don’t know how long I'll be gone, 
Leo, but you’ll just have to get along without me.’ 

Slade shrugged. Business hasn’t exactly snowed me under.’ 

Kilburn stepped outside with Tanis, and smouldering waves 
of heat assailed them. His eyes travelled out and out across 
the glaring yellow wastes and he shook his head. ‘I don’t 
blame Callie for finding it impossible to tolerate such lone¬ 
liness.’ 

‘If she loved him enough it might not be too terrible,’ the 
girl said softly. 'But they’d have to share a lot of common 
interests, I’d think.’ 

Between Callie and her husband appeared to exist no such 
bond. Hate could flourish like the death comas he’d heard 
about, when the desert night closed in and the crushing 
silence deepened. He put Tanis in the car and Callie ran out, 
her face stormy. Slade lounged over to the gas pumps and 
watched them. He was so tall he had to bend his head 
slightly when he left the doorway and something stirred 
vaguely in Kilburn’s memory: a tall shadow detaching itself 
from the trunk of a tree at the rear of the inn the night of the 
murder. Had the shadow been Leo Slade? 

‘I’ll be back as soon as the Sheriff lets me,’ Callie called 
sullenly, as they drew away from the station. 
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His reply was terse: ‘Don’t spend all day at the bar.’ 

There was something fantastically unreal about the situa¬ 
tion, two people alone together in this limitless wind-beaten 
desolation quarreling. 

‘There seems to be a car coming,’ Tanis said. 

They watched a billowing cloud of dust increasing in size 
as they sped towards it. 

‘If it’s a tourist,’ said Callie, ‘I hope they stop at Yellow 
Cloud and need their gas tank filled. It gets me when they 
only stop for a bottle of pop.’ 

‘It’s a county police car,' Kilburn said, as the dust cloud 
materialized into a green cruiser, drew close, slowed, and 
Deputy Baird at the wheel, the Sheriff at his side. The latter 
lifted a hand as the car hummed past. 

They must be going to Yellow Cloud,’ said Callie. ‘What 
could they think Leo could possibly know?’ 

'I hope Isabelle is all right now,’ Tanis spoke worriedly, 
‘Josie isn’t a good cook and 1 know less than nothing about 
preparing food for so many people.’ 

‘Why did Isabelle come downstairs in the middle of the 
night,’ demanded Callie. ‘What explanation did she give, 
Brice?’ 

She was calling him casually by his first name. ‘I haven’t 
the slightest idea, but I suppose the Sheriff has the answer 
by now.’ 

It was close to five when they reached the inn. To Tanis’ 
relief Isabelle was in the kitchen, pallid and constrained, but 
engaged in the preparations for dinner. Josie was loudly 
clattering plates in the dining-room and gave them all a 
lively greeting. The sinister shadow over the inn had not 
fallen heavily apparently over Josie. She gave a toss of her 
coarse red mane. 

There’s been some real nice young men here—three of 
them, from the city newspapers, they said. They snooped 
around here all the while you was gone, and asked a lot of 
questions about Mrs. Blanchard and the horrible murder 
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and about you, Miss Tanis, askin’ was you going to inherit 
this sinister inn . . 

Tanis gave a gasp of relief. ‘Thank heavens they left be¬ 
fore we arrived. ‘I’m—not up to talking with newspaper 
people.’ She appealed to Brice. ‘Will they come back, do you 
think?’ 

'1 doubt it, the Rising Wolf is too far from the cities.’ He 
turned to Josie. ‘Was the Sheriff here while the reporters 
were looking around?’ 

She nodded sourly. ‘Yes, he was, and he answered their ques¬ 
tions and sent them out when they was havin’ a nice cup 
of coffee and talking with me and Isabelle in the kitchen.’ 

‘I’m going to have a drink,’ Callie announced. ‘Where’s 
Hodack? He can mix us one. I wonder if Dcx has come back.’ 

Tanis vanished into the kitchen, and Hodack made his 
appearance from the depths of the big chair in the lounge 
and stalked into the bar. His manner was as rigidly controlled 
as though his employer was still moving about the inn. 

Presently a car roared into the lane, and Callie ran out. In 
a few minutes Kilburn sipping whisky and soda, heard her 
voice on the veranda. 

'Dex, oh, Dex, I’m so glad you're back. I can’t endure this 
place without you.’ 

He glanced from the window and through the lush foliage 
and crimson flowers of the geraniums could see two figures 
locked in a close embrace. And Leo Slade was thirty-five 
miles away. Kilburn shrugged, finished his drink and ran 
upstairs. The door to the upper veranda stood wide and a 
refreshing breeze stirred the layers of heat in the dim corri¬ 
dors. He wandered down the passage, past Neva’s closed door 
out to the veranda. 

Here, according to Hodack, Collier Brown’s spangle-skirted 
girls had slipped out from the crush and heat of the dance 
hall into the cool darkness. Where had they come from, those 
dubious ladies imported to captivate the sweaty, half-starved, 
lust-ridden gold-seekers—and entice them into fateful forget- 
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fulness? 

Had they heard the groans of the dying men, or were 
they drowned by the whine and scraping of fiddles in the 
dance hall? The old inn should have burned to the ground 
long ago. Like Hodack, Kilburn suddenly felt it was accursed. 
Old timbers retained the horrors of the past, water could 
never wash away blood soaked deeply into the heavy plank¬ 
ing of the floors. Leaning on the railing, eyes half-closed, he 
too like Hodack heard the ghostly whisper of swirling skirts 
as the wind rustled through the poplar leaves. Perhaps Neva 
Blanchard, that voluptuous dark woman with her full breasts 
and rich mouth, had something in common with those dance 
hall girls of Collier Brown’s. Had the similarity resulted in 
her violent midnight death? 

Had she quarreled with Halton? If he had been infatuated 
with her, certainly he hadn’t betrayed noticeable grief after 
her shocking death, and now he stood on the veranda below 
holding in his arms another man’s wife. 

Harvard Neil seemed to have fallen under Neva's spell. It 
was difficult to imagine the sardonic sandy-haired salesman a 
killer, yet of course, he couldn’t imagine a killer anyway. 

There was a slow heavy step behind him and he started. 
The rambling upper hall at his back, even in the rich glow 
of the desert afternoon, was dusty-grey with shadow. Old 
buildings had few windows. 

‘Did I startle you, Mr. Kilburn?’ 

He relaxed. ‘Prentice. I was thinking how haunted this 
place seems to be.’ 

The big man ambled out into the breeze, glancing up and 
down the length of the porch. ‘I thought that also when I 
first stopped here, and with Hodack Evans skulking in the 
shadows chanting his incredible, gruesome talcs, it seemed a 
gloomy place to spend a vacation, but the agate and fossil 
beds may be readied from here, and there’s simply no other 
place to stop.’ 

He turned, a smile wreathing his florid face still powdered 
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with desert dust which clung to his grey sports clothes and 
sparse brown hair. ‘However, I have been in and out so much 
it doesn’t matter really,’ he shook his head. ‘Do you know 
it seems to me that Hodack resented Mrs. Blanchard and 
knew the murder tales annoyed her. I believe that to his 
Indian thinking we are—all occupants of the inn—desecrat¬ 
ing the place.’ 

‘Yet he seems to hate the inn,’ Killnirn pointed out. 

Thoughtfully Prentice’s eyes followed the flight of a hawk 
above die rimrock. ‘There's some reason why he feels an 
attachment for a place which he repeatedly declares is 
haunted. He seems to consider himself more than a custodian 
of the inn. That is maybe why he showed hostility to Mrs. 
Blanchard. She was an outspoken person and none too tactful, 
perhaps, yet I rather liked the woman. It must have taken 
courage to continue to live on in this canyon after her 
husband died. I can’t imagine my wife doing that.’ 

‘You’re married then.’ 

'A widower, and a pretty dusty fellow now, surrounded by 
my rocks and fossils.’ He shifted his weight to the other foot 
and dug a small stone from his pocket examining it absently. 
'I hope the police clear all this up soon, I’d like to push on 
into new territory. If you can’t find anything better to do 
around here while we’re being detained. I’d be glad to have 
you go out with me, Kilburn.' 

Thanks, I may take you up on that.’ 

The desert night would soon be upon them. Already the 
coppery-pink light was fading along the rimrock, and a lumin¬ 
ous blue neither azure nor violet but an ethereal combination 
of both, was flooding the river shore drowning willow and 
cottonwood. The odour of roasting beef drifted invitingly 
out to them. But dinner was late and the kerosene lamps were 
alight on the tables when they gathered for the meal. 

Harvard Neil slouched in and dropped into the chair be¬ 
side Kilburn. He didn’t look much better than he had that 
morning except that his grin was back, and he made an 


76 SEVEN CUESTS OF FEAR 

attempt to lift the heaviness of the atmosphere with a weak 

joke or two after Prentice seated himself. 

Halton strode in and to Kilburn’s surprise pulled out a 
chair beside the geologist. Hodack, wearing a clean white 
shirt, black hair plastered to his head, settled importantly at 
the head of the table. A moment later Callie appeared in the 
doorway. She wore a low-necked mist-green dress and the 
lamp glow washed over her bare brown arms and throat, 
high lighting the gilt of her hair. Her darting gaze found 
Halton and she crossed the room with quick taps of high- 
heeled sandals, and slid into the empty chair beside him. 
They were all apparently going to share the same long table 
tonight. Was it the chill awareness of sudden death hover¬ 
ing over the isolated inn, a primal fear and need for com¬ 
panionship, despite the grim fact that they knew one of them 
could be a murderer? 

Tanis moved to Kilburn’s side with the coffee carafe, an 
immaculate white apron tied over her sleeveless dark dress. 
He glanced up and the blue heavily-lashed eyes met his. 

‘It’s—ceric tonight, isn't it? No electric lights—everything 
looks—different,’ her voice was a light whisper. 

Beyond the amber radius of the light shadows crowded, 
black uninvited ghosts, and the faces about the table might 
have been carved from the white sandstone of the Karno 
cliffs. Tanis turned away but stepped back with a startled 
gasp. 

Kilburn swivelled about in his chair and saw she was 
staring wide-eyed at the doorway to the lounge. Out of the 
corner of his eye he saw Callie abruptly remove her hand 
from Halton’s arm and sit up rigidly erect. 

In the doorway loomed a tall figure in tan slacks and dark 
shirt, twirling a broad-brimmed Stetson between his fingers. 

'Callie sprang to her feet: ‘Leo, what in the world are you 
doing here?’ 

The Yellow Cloud station owner strode deliberately over 
to the table and jerked back a chair. ‘Why shouldn’t I be 
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here?’ 

The station, Leo, are you crazy? You can’t close it down.’ 
Hot anger flared in her eyes. 

‘I radioed Harding to come and take over,’ he gave a dry 
laugh. 'After what’s happened here I thought perhaps—my 
wife might need protection.’ His narrowed gaze flashed from 
Callie to Dexter Halton. 

Leo Slade had made quick arrangements and a fast trip. 
Had fear for his wife brought the man? Kilhurn remembered 
the Sheriff had been headed for Yellow Cloud, ostensibly to 
have a talk with the station owner. Well, it looked as though 
it was going to be a cheery night. He turned his attention to 
the roast beef on his plate. 



CHAPTER SEVEN 


Harvard Neil roused in his chair. ‘Where’s that hawk-eyed 
sheriff? I thought the police hung around after a crime.’ 

There's a State Trooper leaning on the bar by the Modoc 
room,’ Leo Slade informed the table in general. ‘His car is 
parked at the side, so I assume he’s going to keep an eye on 
the inn.’ 

‘He must have just arrived,’ Halton said shortly. ‘He wasn’t 
there when I came in from the bar.’ 

Hodack Evans’ glittering obsidian gaze flashed from face 
to face. ‘No forces of the law,’ he stated in a hollow tone, ‘can 
check the risin’ of the wolf. Death lurks in his grey shadow.’ 

‘Hodack, we simply can’t have you talking like that.’ Tanis 
had come in with more hot coffee. ‘What has already hap¬ 
pened is terrible enough—without your hinting at more 
horror. I’m thankful the police arc on guard.’ 

Prentice nodded. Tm sure we shall all sleep more easily 
in our beds knowing the authorities arc in charge. I can’t 
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sav I anticipate the night, no lights except these oil lamps. Is 
it possible that people once passed their evenings in this 
inadequate illumination?’ 

if there were lamps enough for our rooms,’ Neil com¬ 
plained, ‘but these damned candles . . 

1 need a drink.' Callie Slade pushed back the blackberry 
pic Josie had just planked in front of her. ‘Who wants to 
eat, anyway?’ She sprang to her feet, and her husband rose 
also. 

‘If you must have one I’ll go to the bar with you.’ 

Tnnis said: ‘Hodack, please light the lamps in the lounge 
and the bar and attend to the drinks,’ she moved back 
towards the kitchen. She was quietly taking charge. 

‘How’s Isabelle?’ asked Halton, calmly eating his pie. 

Tanis turned back. ‘She seems calm now, and is going about 
her work, but it was a frightful shock to her. She’s very quiet 
and doesn’t say much.’ 

Josie had overheard as she generally did everything. ‘But 
she ain’t herself, I can tell you, walks around like a spook, 
her eyes stary like she’s still secin' things. Makes your skin 
crawl—her walkin’ right in and her skirts trailin’ in all that 
blood . . .’ 

That big red-headed creature must be psychotic.’ Prentice 
stared coldly through his spectacles at the girl. ‘She seems 
incapable of comprehending the significance of what has 
happened—or else she’s pleased about it. I’m going to the 
lounge and read and I devoutly hope the oil in the lamp 
holds out. Everyone else I imagine, will spend the evening 
crowding the bar.’ 

‘Not me,’ declared Neil. ‘I’d still like to remember what 
I did last night.’ Abruptly he checked himself and stared 
from face to face, his own suddenly ashen. ‘I do remember, 
of course, but I was sure high.’ 

‘Well, you seem low enough now,’ Kilburn comforted him. 
He felt sorry for the salesman, he looked done in. 

He drifted out to the hot kitchen and found Tanis scraping 
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plates as Josie plunged in with them from the dining-hall. 
Isabelle was bending over the dishpan earnestly washing 
cups. She turned at his entrance and he was startled again 
at her remote beauty. She removed a hand from the soapy 
water and brushed back a lock of black hair from her fore¬ 
head, regarding him with shadowed gaze. 

‘How are you feeling, Isabelle?’ 

‘All right, now,’ her voice matched her face, thin and life¬ 
less, yet lie had the impression that perhaps behind that still 
mask fires might be smouldering, unsaid words seething for 
utterance. What kind of w'oinan had she been before she 
stumbled upon the dead body of her employer? He’d ask 
Tanis. 

‘That State Trooper is out by the Modoc Room, all right.’ 
Josie volunteered. ‘He’s real good lookin’,’ she patted her 
large bosom, a glint in her pale blue eyes. ‘Guess I ought to 
take him out a nice slice of pie.’ 

‘Josie, stay away from him,’ Tanis warned her. ‘He’s here 
for only one purpose—to watch us. You mustn’t gossip with 
him.’ 

Kilburn nodded. ‘That’s right, Josie.’ He turned to Tanis. 
‘Come out and have a cocktail with me, you need it.’ 

‘I could stand a small drink and a breath of fresh air.’ She 
slipped off her apron. ‘The girls can finish here.' 

They stepped out the back door into a clear violet dusk 
now beginning to chill. Over the gaunt shoulders of the 
Mountain of the Rising Wolf stars glittered like shattered 
quartz. They stood a moment on the steps gazing up at 
the legendary mountain. Tanis drew closer to him. 

‘I’m afraid of the desert—the stillness.’ It was almost a 
whisper. ‘Somewhere I read that desert silence is the very 
death of sound. You feel its strength even if you’re inside 
hearing people’s voices. How could Neva endure it?’ 

Suddenly from somewhere off in the purple foothills came 
the spine-chilling howl of a coyote, a cry echoing and re-echo¬ 
ing back seemingly from the very edge of time. Tanis 
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shivered 

‘That cry is worse than the stillness—such a calling, lone¬ 
some sound—like a foreboding of something dark and 
terrible.' 

Kilburn thought so too, but he laughed. ‘You’re keyed 
up, as we all arc, and a coyote’s cry unnerves most people, 
even the desert dwellers sometimes, I’ve heard. I wonder if 
Hodack attended to the horses.’ 

’Yes, Hodack never forgets them, and I went out myself 
as soon as we returned from Yellow Cloud. He’s a terribly 
weird kind of person,’ she added. ’I feel he doesn’t like me 
any better than he did Neva. I’m a little afraid of him.’ 

‘It would be interesting to know more about the man,’ he 
said. ‘That macabre personality of his seems deliberately 
cultivated to terrify the tourists.’ 

She turned back towards the kitchen. This is the strangest 
situation: there’s no one but me to pack up Neva’s things, 
and there’s nowhere to send them. Shall we have our 
drink?’ 

They walked into the kitchen to confront Dexter Halton. 
He was standing by the table and Josic was rattling away at 
him with expansive gestures. Ilis blond brows rose when he 
saw Tanis and Kilburn, but his attention was concentrated 
on the women. 

Isabelle stood drying her hands on a striped towel, leaning 
silently against the sink, her lack-lustre gaze fixed on the 
rancher. 

‘Are you both listening?’ he demanded. ‘Be sure this back 
door is locked mighty good tonight.’ 

‘Oh, wc will,’ Josic assured him carelessly. ‘Right after 
Hodack checks the horses for the night. Won’t we, Isabelle?’ 

The woman stirred, pushing work-worn fingers wearily 
through her heavy hair. ‘Yes, we’ll lock the door.’ 

Halton glanced over at Kilburn. ‘Neil’s beltin’ down drinks 
again. Hope he holds his liquor better than he did last 
night, though of course, being blacked out sure was con- 
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venient helpin’ him forget the answers to Cheyncy's ques¬ 
tions.’ 

‘Neil claimed he wasn’t going to drink tonight.’ 

‘He sure changed his mind.’ 

‘Well, the sheriff will get back to him again.’ 

Tanis led the way out into a small passage which enclosed 
a flight of steep stairs climbing up to the darkness of the 
second floor. As they crossed die narrow space Kilbum didn't 
envy Chcyncy trying to determine who could have used either 
or both of those stairways front and rear to slip down and 
back up again this morning after killing Neva—if someone 
in the house had killed her. 

Callie was wandering restlessly about the lounge, a glass 
in her hand, while Leo Slade leafed idly through the guest 
register on die desk. Harvard Neil sat alone in a comer 
silently nursing a glass. They met Hodack stalking out of 
the bar, he jerked his head over his shoulder. 

‘Ain’t nobody bangin’ around the bar,’ he told them 
grimly, ‘so close to that door of death—even with that Trooper 
in there.’ 

The man halted and his black eyes travelled about the 
dimly lighted lounge with its restless occupants. He held up 
a bony hand, and began a kind of a hollow chant: ‘I can 
hear plain the rattle o’ poker chips in this room, the clatter o’ 
whisky glasses, mens’ voices . . . And I can see the faces, sun- 
blacked and sweaty, the faces of the gold hunters crowded 
round the tables. I can smell tobacco smoke and candle 
grease . . .’ 

Neil reared up in his chair. ‘Well, who can’t smell tobacco 
smoke and candle wax, and coal oil too?’ 

Hodack ignored him. His burning gaze flashed to Callie. 
‘I can see the pretty girls with coloured feathers in their 
hair leanin’ on the shoulders of the prospectors, coaxin’ them 
to play, win more gold—and die. I can sec them plain.’ 

Callie stilled a scream. She was staring at the doorway to 
the bar, and Kilbum wheeled around to see a face peering 


82 SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 

in at them, a long-jawed face with prominent cheek-bones. 

After a shaken moment Callie laughed half hysterically: 

‘The State Trooper, I’d forgotten.' 

The Trooper shoved his dark blue cap to the back of his 
head. ‘Has that guy gone nuts?’ 

Kilburn laughed. ‘No, Officer, Mr. Evans is lhcrely enter¬ 
taining us with an historical spiel on the early evil days of 
the Inn of the Rising Wolf.’ 

‘Well, he sounds nuts to me.’ The face melted into the 
shadows of the bar parlour. 

Tanis shivered. ‘It isn’t very pleasant knowing a policeman 
is out there, yet I’m thankful he is. I’ll mix us that drink, 
Brice.’ 

The Trooper was lounging in a chair beside the door of 
the Modoc Room. He watched with regretful interest as the 
girl poured Bourbon and soda. 

‘Would you like one?’ she asked him sympathetically. 

‘Sure would, Miss, but we can’t drink on duty. Thanks.’ 

They took their glasses and returned to the lounge to 
meet Wilson Prentice lumbering in from the porch, his big 
face shiny with perspiration which he was unhappily mop¬ 
ping away with his handkerchief. ‘It’s still too warm for me. 
I always thought desert nights were cold.’ 

‘It will chill later, then you’ll be cool enough.’ Callie 
assured him, she turned to Kilburn. ‘Do you have to attend 
the Inquest tomorrow morning, Brice?’ 

‘Yes, but merely to support Isabelle’s statement about find¬ 
ing Mrs. Blanchard. I’ve heard somewhere they only call 
those persons who can swear who the dead person is, and 
where, when and how he met his death, and of course, who’s 
guilty—if anybody happens to know.’ 

‘Most of us will have to be there,’ Tanis said bleakly. ‘I 
dread it.’ 

‘Perhaps you’d like to drive with me,’ Kilburn suggested. 
She turned to him gratefully. ‘Oh, I would. I—I have to 
arrange for Neva’s funeral too—as soon as the authorities 
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release her body.’ 

Halion spoke from the doorway. ‘I'm taking Isabelle and 
Josie in my car. Anyone else want to ride along?’ 

Slade turned a cold eye upon him. i’ll drive my wife and 
perhaps take Hodack.’ 

Hodack Evans returned dazedly from the sinister past 
to the sinister present. ‘Thanks, Mr. Slade.’ 

It was eleven o'clock when Kilburn climbed the stairs to 
his room after a sombre evening in the lounge: Callic and 
Slade both bitterly silent, Harvard Neil somewhat tight, 
pacing restlessly, talking spasmodically, and Prentice reading 
stolidly under the geranium plant. Tanis slipped away early. 

Slade had lifted his eyes to observe Kilburn staring at his 
scarred check, and gave a mirthless laugh. ’You’d like to ask 
how I received this beauty mark, wouldn't you?’ 

It’s quite dramatic,’ Kiiburn admitted, ’looks like a sabre 
thrust.’ 

'It’s not that romantic.’ 

‘Leo!’ cried Callie sharply. ‘Be silent.’ 

He shrugged and nodded at his wife. ‘She gave it to me.’ 

Kilhurn was startled and showed it. and Neil stopped 
pacing. 

It was an accident,’ Callie protested sullenly. 

Slade said impassively: The desert winters are hell on 
Callie.’ 

It was an ugly scar to carry through life. 

Cold air flooded in now through his bedroom window. He 
undressed without lighting the lamp and stretched out on 
the bed feeling wide awake. Whenever he closed his eyes he 
could see that grim room downstairs and the inert figure 
which had been lying upon the lounge. He saw the low 
table beside it with the lxittlc and glasses—and a nebulous 
memory nagged at his brain again. Too nebulous to take 
concrete shape. Silence pressed against him like a tangible 
force. The strength of silence—more compelling than 
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sound. Why had Neva Blanchard walked downstairs at that 
late hour—to meet her death? 

The town of Taura drowsed in a fold of the sagebrush 
hills, sun-beaten, sparse of trees, its houses weathered to the 
hue of the barren rocks around it. A few large pretentious old 
houses under magnificent black cottonwoods testified to a 
slightly more prosperous yesterday, and it was even now a busy 
town, being the only one for many weary desert miles around. 

The Inquest was held in a dingy upper room of an old 
adobe brick building dignified by the title of Court House. 
Dr. Wall, Coroner and Medical officer in one, conducted the 
investigation, and nothing of a sensational nature came out, 
although there were a few surprises. The hot stuffy place was 
crowded 

Kilburn told his story and no one seemed particularly 
interested since he was merely a guest of the inn. They did 
find out why Isabelle came downstairs in the middle of the 
night. It was because she thought she had left a burner 
lighted under the tea-kettle on the oil-stove, and fearful of 
fire slipped down to check. She noticed Mrs. Blanchard’s 
bedroom door was ajar, the room lighted and empty, and 
slipped around to see if she was working at her desk in the 
Modoc Room. 

This testimony was given in an expressionless voice, face 
and manner apathetic. The woman wore a limp green-pat¬ 
terned dress and kept her eyes on her folded hands. She said 
she was the wife of Hank Cronin, a ranch hand on the Circle 
T over at Burning Ridge. And that was drat. 

Tanis was the only person who knew Neva well enough to 
have anything positive to communicate, and that was litde, 
merely a formal statement to establish the identity of the 
dead woman. She had been Mrs. Neva Laurence, a widow 
from Denver, Colorado before her marriage to Dr. Elliot 
Blanchard. She had been his receptionist for eight months 
before they were married. 
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Tanis’ testimony was followed by a few words from Sheriff 
Hoyt Chcyncy, who revealed they had checked with the 
police in Denver, and no such person as a Mrs. Neva Laur¬ 
ence was known there. 

Since the others only knew the dead woman through visits 
to the inn no helpful information came out, but those who 
had been in her employ contributed a little to high-light her 
character. They mentioned she had possessed a sharp temper 
which flared at unexpected moments, and Josie enthusiastic¬ 
ally related that recently she had overheard Mrs. Blanchard 
and Hodack Evans quarrelling furiously. 

Did Josie Jensen know why they were quarrelling? 

‘Oh, yes, Mrs. Blanchard, she said she was goin’ to sell the 
inn—and Hodack would be out of a job, but she wouldn’t 
tell him who she was goin’ to sell it to.’ 

That was startling news, to Kilburn at least, since Neva 
had made it plain, or he thought she had, that she planned 
to remain in the Karno River Canyon. 

More evidence was needed before a final verdict could 
be reached, however, the Sheriff’s office and the State police 
had something to work on. It was definitely established that 
Mrs. Blanchard had met her death Sunday between two and 
four a.m., by several heavy crushing blows on the head from 
an indian pestle picked up in the murder room by person or 
persons unknown. 

There were two or three reporters from somewhere pres¬ 
sing around the Sheriff when Kilburn hurried Tanis out of 
the Court-house. He got the shaken girl into his car before 
they had time to get to her, and drove under her direction, 
to a grey frame building whose black curtained windows 
sombrely veiled the undertaking establishment. 

‘Shall I go in with you?’ 

She shook her head. 'No, Brice, I’d rather get this over 
alone.’ 

When she came out she was very pale but composed. ‘I’ve 
arranged to have Neva buried in the local cemctary a few 
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miles out of town. I—I can’t see any reason for having her 
body taken to Seattle, as we did when Uncle Elliot died. She 
doesn’t belong beside him—and Aunt Sue. Dr. Wall said 
the body will be released tomorrow night, and the funeral 
will be Thursday morning at nine o’clock.’ 

Speeding out of Taura Tanis said drearily: ‘It doesn’t 
seem surprising to me that the Denver police have no record 
of Neva living there. Why should they, unless she received 
a traffic citation or something like that?’ 

‘ rhey’d check the city and telephone directory, car regi¬ 
strations, marriage records. . . . People don’t live in as much 
obscurity as they believe,’ he told her. ‘Wc have to have 
jobs, a place to live, and there are neighbours who watch us.’ 

But people disappear all the time and are never heard from 
again.’ 

1 hat s true, but someone in their neighbourhood knows 
they have vanished, I'm sure.’ 

There’s only one explanation that seems sensible to me,’ 
she said finally. 

‘And that is?’ 

She never came from Denver at all. She just said she did.' 

‘Why would she say that?’ 

'Well, maybe she was a divorced woman and not a widow 
and didn t want Uncle Elliot to know, or she came from some 
little hick town she was ashamed of. It amazes me that she 
was planning to sell the Rising Wolf. Unless Josie was making 
up tall stories. I don’t trust Josie. She’s apparent hearty and 
good-natured but she has fits of violent fury, and I’ve caught 
her any number of times in absolutely senseless lies during 
the three weeks I’ve been here.’ 

‘If it’s the truth Hodack would be hard hit, I’d think,’ he 
said thoughtfully. 

She nodded. 'The inn is his very life, and while he bitterly 
resented Neva’s temper and arrogance it would be worse than 
death to him, I'm sure, to have to leave it.’ 

They were alone now in a burning world of shifting dunes 
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ochre and gold, of sunken valleys and giant upheavals of 
stone, of rimrock cliffs curving endlessly down the horizon 
to vanish against a wall of dazzling blue sky. Tanis patted 
her perspiring face with a handkerchief, her eyes ranging out 
over the desolate, mysterious land. She spoke in a half- 
frightened whisper: 

‘People who live out here very long would just have to be 
different, Brice, think differently. They’re not surrounded by 
clamour and crowds, television, roaring traffic, voices, all 
the city confusion that disrupts your thoughts . . .’ 

‘And one single deadly thought would have space and 
silence in which to grow and grow into a deadly obsession,’ he 
added. ‘Then we shouldn't overlook the fact that someone 
could have come in off the road and found Neva alone at her 
desk . . .’ 

‘And thinking there was money in the safe attacked her,’ 
she finished for him. 

‘That, to me is a more reasonable theory than to believe 
anyone in the inn could have killed her,’ he said. ‘But thank 
God it’s up to Cheyney and the State police to find out.’ 

She sighed. ‘I hope nobody’s very hungry, it’s way past 
the lunch hour. Now I’ve got to make certain we all have 
dinner. I wish I’d studied home economics in college.’ 

A sultry wind was surging down the canyon and the river 
waves, white crested, were pushing hard against its force. 
Shadows of high fluffs of cloud floated across the road, now 
and again casting into lilac shade rimrock and golden canyon 
floor. 

This light is marvellous,’ he exclaimed, ‘I may as well 
spend the rest of the day shooting colour photos of the Kamo 
for the shops, and perhaps a few more of the Rising Wolf— 
for my memoirs.’ 

They swung into the lane. Neil’s green Dodge stood there 
but Prentice’s car was gone. Tanis slipped out. ‘Come in and 
I'll give you a sandwich before you begin your labours.’ 

He had the sandwich in the empty dining-room without 
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seeing the salesman or anyone else, then he went out and 
shot his pictures, journeying down river to catch the Kamo 
colours in the rich apricot light. While his trained eye 
studied the landscape for the most dramatic photo-effects, 
another part of his brain mulled over the events of the Rising 
Wolf. All at once, for no apparent reason he knew what it 
was that had been troubling him about that silent death 
room. Again he saw the table beside the dead woman, the 
bottle and the glasses, and one particular glass, an amber 
one with a long crack wandering from its rim down to the 
base. 

He walked back to his car by the cliffs, automatically 
unloaded his camera, slipped the exposed film in a metal 
case and stowed it in an inside pocket, then he laid the 
camera equipment away. He couldn’t be mistaken. He had 
been drinking from that distinctive glass the night of the 
crime. Vividly now he recalled idly running his finger up and 
down that broken line. Had the glass been washed and given 
to someone else after he set it down on the bar top and gone 
up to bed? Or, had someone merely poured in more liquor, 
taken the drink and gone into the Modoc Room to sip it with 
Neva Blanchard? 

Which ever way it was, it had been his glass on that table, 
for all the others were plain untinted tumblers. To make 
certain he’d go into the bar and check the glasses lined up 
against the mirror, if he could do so without arousing the 
trooper’s curiosity. He drove back to the inn. The person who 
had been drinking from the amber glass that deadly night 
must be the murderer of Neva Blanchard. 

A county police cruiser was parked at the gate, and when 
he entered the lounge the Sheriff turned from the registration 
desk. His quick dark gaze ranged over Kilbum. 

’Could we have a little talk, Mr. Kilbum? In your room, 
perhaps.’ 

Kilbum raised his blond brows slightly but he nodded, and 
Harvard Neil idly leafing through a magazine by the window. 
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straightened his spine, galvanized into curiosity. 

Kilburn led the way upstairs. What the devil did the man 
want? His room was like an oven, but Cheyney didn’t appear 
to notice the heat, yet of course the desert was his natural 
habitat. 

‘What can I do for you, Sheriff?’ 

‘How well did you say you knew Mrs. Blanchard?’ 

Kilburn stared at him in amazement. ‘I’ve already made a 
statement to the effect that I didn’t know her at all. I had 
only just arrived at the inn. The woman was a total stranger 
to tne.’ 

‘Yet you came here for a definite reason.’ 

‘Yes, I explained before: to check on Tanis Blanchard at 
the request of an old family friend, Wallace Davidson.’ 

‘Did you come downstairs after midnight—and drink a 
glass of liquor with Neva Blanchard?’ 

‘Good God, no, why should I?’ 

The Sheriff’s darkly-tanned face was expressionless. ‘Your 
fingerprints, Mr. Kilburn, were on one of those glasses on the 
table beside the dead woman. The State Laboratory identi¬ 
fied them.’ 

Kilburn felt the perspiration suddenly break out on his 
forehead and trickle down his temples. ‘The glass with the 
crack,’ lie exclaimed involuntarily. The yellow glass.’ 

‘You remember it then?' The question cracked like a whip. 

Kilburn dropped down on a chair and gripped his knees 
hard with both hands. ‘Yes, I recall it, because I drank whisky 
and soda from a cracked yellow glass out in the bar before 
I went up to bed. But I definitely left that glass after I’d 
finished the drink right there on the bar.’ 

The Sheriff spoke quietly: ‘Yet we found that glass beside 
Mrs. Blanchard’s dead body in the Modoc Room.’ 





CHAPTER EIGHT 


Kilburn stared at the Sheriff standing watchfully before him. 
hand resting casually on his gun holster, in case he should 
make a quick move. 'Whose fingerprints, Cheyney, were on 
the other glass and on the bottle? Mrs. Blanchard's?’ 

The Sheriff’s gaze dropped to the braided rug. ‘There were 
no prints on the other glass, or on the bottle. The other glass 
had not been used.’ Then he looked up and smiled grimly at 
the astonishment in Kilburn’s face. 

‘No fingerprints at all?’ Kilburn gave a harsh laugh. ‘I 
suppose I wore gloves, or carefully wiped the other glass and 
the bottle clean, then thoughtfully left only my own prints 
for you to find. Why were Mrs. Blanchard's prints not on the 
other glass if we had been drinking together?’ 

That's what we’d like to know,’ the Sheriff admitted calmly. 

There was an interruption: The door was pushed open and 
Tanis, her face blanched of colour, stepped in. Behind her 
loomed Deputy Baird. Cheyney swung around to them. 

'Here she is, Hoyt.' 

'Thanks. Miss Blanchard, will you take that chair over 
there? I’d like to ask you a few more questions.’ 

Mutely the girl dropped into the chair, her dark blue gaze 
frozen on the Sheriff’s face. 

‘Did you know Brice Kilburn before you came here?’ 

The winged brows rose in surprise. She shook her head. 
'No, I had never seen him before.’ 

‘Yet he came here to this inn because of you.’ 

Tanis’ gaze flew to Kilburn. ‘Because of me? But why}’ 

'He claims he was sent by a dose friend of your uncle’s, a 
Mr. Wallace Davidson.’ 

‘Mr. Davidson} Why on earth should he send Brice Kilburn 
here?’ 
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‘Unfortunately Mr. Davidson is now on a business trip in 
Europe and we can’t ask him. Consequently we have only Mr. 
Kilburn’s word that he was sent here.’ 

The girl’s blue eyes were suddenly doubtful, a little cool, and 
Kilbum crossed to her. ‘Wallace was concerned about your 
going off alone into such lonely country to visit a woman you 
hardly knew. Since I was on vacation he asked me to come 
this way and see if you were quite all right.’ 

She studied his face carncsdy, then the incredibly long 
lashes fell. That was considerate of you—and Mr. Davidson.’ 
Cheyney's dry voice slid into the conversation: ‘Now, just 
why did you come, Miss Blanchard? You hardly knew your 
step-aunt, you practically admitted yesterday you didn’t 
like her, yet you were here three weeks.’ 

A sudden white fury convulsed die girl. She gripped the 
arms of her chair and her eyes were twin blue flames. ‘I 
loved my uncle dearly; I was terribly distressed when he 
married a totally strange woman whom 1 felt certain was 
more interested in his money than him. When lie died so very 
suddenly far away from me, it seemed so—fortunate for her. 
1 came here to find out just how Uncle Elliot died, and,’ she 
caught a sharp breath, ‘to make sure it was a —natural death.’ 

The Sheriff was immunized to shock, yet his dark face 
registered surprise, his eyes and Baird’s were riveted on the 
girl’s white face. ‘You thought Mrs. Blanchard might have 
killed her husband?’ 

Tanis fell back in her chair, her hands dropping limply 
in her lap. Tes.’ 

‘What did you find out?’ 

‘That it was apparently a heart seizure. I talked with Doctor 
Wall in Taura,' she looked up at them sombrely. ‘I also 
found out that Neva wasn’t grieving. She didn’t love my 
uncle.’ 

Kilbum was worried for the girl. That little outburst of 
intense anger hadn’t helped her shaky position any, though 
she seemed totally unaware of the fact. 
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Clieyney said casually: ‘I’ve talked to your attorney, Mr. 
Benson in Seattle, by telephone, and he has divulged the 
contents of your uncle’s will. Were you aware that you are 
his sole heir? All his money and property were to go to 
his wife, however, in the event of her death, his niece Tanis 
was to inherit.’ 

She appeared to sec no trap in the question. ‘I thought it 
likely. He wanted to protect me; wc looked after each other 
after he lost his wife—and I lost my parents.’ 

And you bitterly resented his marriage to Neva Laurence?’ 

She pressed both hands to her temples. ‘Yes, I did. If I 
thought she truly loved him and wanted to make him happy 
and comfortable I would have been relieved and contented 
about it . . .’ 

Kilburn groaned inwardly. 

Abruptly the Sheriff changed the subject: ‘Are you quite 
certain you didn’t know Brice Kilburn before you came here?' 

The blue eyes flashed sparks again. ’I’m very sure.’ 

He said calmly: 'It could be however, that you did, and 
the two of you planned to meet here—and do away with Mrs. 
Blanchard, which would put you in possession immediately of 
your uncle’s entire estate.’ 

Tanis sprang from her chair, but Kilburn laid quick re¬ 
straining hands on her shoulders and pushed her gently back. 
He felt the blood pounding in his own temples and with 
terrific effort fought down a rising fury. His words had an 
iron ring: 

‘I can’t see how you can possibly implicate a young girl 
who hardly knew the dead woman. As for my fingerprints 
being on that liquor glass it seems obvious enough to me that 
the murderer deliberately picked up the used glasses from 
the bar and left them in the Modoc Room to incriminate an 
innocent person.’ 

Chcyney’s eyelids flickered and Kilburn caught the im¬ 
pression tltat the Sheriff had also considered that theory, yet 
when he spoke he merely said: ‘We haven’t enough evidence 
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to hold you, Kilburn, but don’t leave this vicinity.’ He headed 
for the door, then swung back to Tanis. 

'We’ve finished with Mrs. Blanchard’s room. If you wish 
to pick up her tilings and arrange for their disposal you may. 
We’ve been unable to discover any record of relatives. There 
were no personal papers in the safe and only fifty dollars 
cash.’ 

After this generous bit of information the two officers strode 
out. 

Tanis sat very still for a moment. ‘That’s what seemed so 
strange to me about Neva. She claimed to have no relatives, 
no friends, and Uncle Elliot said it hurt her too much to talk 
about her dead husband, and now the police can find no 
record of her ever living in Denver.’ 

She sprang to her feet, heightened colour in her pale cheeks. 
‘To think that you came here to look out for me, Brice, to 
sec if I was safe—then get involved in this frightful thing, be 
practically accused of murdering Neva. They have some justi¬ 
fication. perhaps, in being suspicious of me, but to drag you 
in . . 

‘Never mind,’ he advised her grimly. ‘If there’s someone 
in this inn guilty of the woman’s murder I’m going to find 
him. I’ll have a personal talk with everybody here. There has 
to be a clue somewhere. To get started why don’t you fine- 
comb Neva’s room? I know the Sheriff and his men have 
searched every nook and cranny of the inn, and checked on 
everyone, but we’re right on the ground and they are coming 
and going. If we could discover more about the woman per¬ 
haps we’d find out who might have a motive for killing 
her.’ 

Tanis bit her lip thoughtfully. ‘I’d like to know about 
her plans for selling the Rising Wolf. Who would want to 
buy this haunted old monstrosity?’ 

'Hodack seems to know a good deal about that.’ Kilburn 
turned to the door. ‘I'll talk to him, while you check Neva's 
room.’ 
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Hodack was nowhere in the inn and Kllburn walked out¬ 
side. Crossing the yard he met Halton emerging from the 
lane where he’d just parked his car. He stopped the rancher. 
‘How well do you know Hodack Evans, Halton? He seems to 
know more about this inn than anyone else.’ 

The cattleman squinted reflectively up at the dark logs of 
the old building. ‘Guess I’ve always known of Hodack. The 
kid grew up on cattle ranches all over this territory. His 
mother was a Modoc; she died when he was maybe five. His 
father was Elk Evans, had some indian blood, too, and he 
lived here in the inn for awhile.’ 

Kilburn was interested. ‘Hodack’s father lived here?’ 

Halton nodded and leaned an arm on the rail fence. ‘He 
worked for Collier Brown, and don’t tell me Hodack hasn’t 
chanted to you fifty times about the lively old days of Collier 
Brown. Elk probably fed the kid all those wild tales, and 1 
guess it seemed like a kind of fascinatin’ place to Hodack.’ 

‘What happened to the father?’ 

‘Elk was killed over a gamblin’ table in Taura when Hodack 
was not morc’n seven years old. Hodack confided to me once 
that his father swore some of Collier Brown's booty was still 
hidden around the Risin’ Wolf. But that’s crazy talk because 
this place has been sure scoured more times than you could 
count since Collier Brown’s day. The inn was abandoned 
eight years at least I’d say before Hodack was born.’ 

‘The boy must have had an amazing memory.’ 

Halton shoved his wide hat farther back on his blond head. 
‘It goes deeper than that; the Indians believe this is sacred 
ground, claim it was an ancient tribal council place. The 
Mountain of the Risin’ Wolf is sacred too, and it appears 
to mean something to them that the inn lies in its shadow. 
The whole hash seems to be mighty mixed up in Hodack’s 
mind, but he’s afraid of the spot even though the inn is 
darned near his whole life. He’s hung around here most of 
it.’ Halton shrugged. 

‘What will he do now? He didn’t apparently make himself 
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very popular with Mrs. Blanchard, and he's none too friendly 
to Tanis.’ 

‘Neva never did try to get along with Hodack. He was 
mighty useful to her, tended the desk, cleaned, cared for the 
horses . . . But she was going to sack him.’ 

Kilburn paused in the act of lighting a cigarette. ‘That’s 
surprising news. Did he know she was planning to get rid of 
him?' 

‘Sure he did, and they had a mean quarrel, but I don’t 
think Hodack really believed slic’d oust him.’ 

‘Did you know Mrs. Blanchard was planning to sell the 
inn?’ 

Halton stretched and began moving slowly away. ‘Neva 
hinted at it, but I didn’t give much thought to it. Sbc had 
her moods.’ 

’Would you know why she decided to sell out, and who the 
prospective purchaser might be?’ 

‘You sure want a mighty lot of answers, don’t you, guy?’ 

Kilburn spoke with sudden grim abruptness: ‘Look, Hal¬ 
ton, the Sheriff has found my fingerprints on one of those 
liquor glasses on the table beside Neva Blanchard’s body. I 
didn't drink any liquor with her, or step foot into that Modoc 
Room. Somebody is deliberately framing me, and damned if 
I’m not going to tear this place apart until I find out who is 
trying to make me take a murder rap. Now, you know why 
I want a lot of answers about everybody here.’ 

The rancher halted and stood rigid his prominent blue 
eyes staring hard at Kilburn, a curious expression on his 
sun-tanned face. ‘Well, in your boots, partner, maybe I’d 
want to know too. But I sure can’t think of Hodack Evans as 
a killer.’ 

‘Can you think oil-hand of anybody else who might 
qualify?’ 

'How about Josie Jensen?’ Halton’s tone was jocular. ‘She’s 
had two short spells of bein’ married; she was in a looney 
asylum for six months one time . . . Josic’s not always the 
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breezy gal she appears to be. On the ranches where she's 
worked they say she can sure throw the crockery when her 
dander’s up.’ He started to stride away then wheeled about. 
‘Don’t think I’m tryin’ to throw any dust on Josic. She was 
9 lcepin’ deep, I’ll wager, up there on the third floor when 
Neva was battered. 

‘Everyone was asleep,’ Kilburn reminded him savagely. 
‘But somebody wasn’t. Arc you sure you were asleep?’ 

‘Why you . . .’ Abruptly then the tall rancher laughed. 
‘Hoyt Clieyncy’s got my statement, and I was where I said 
I was,’ his voice dropped confidentially: ‘I kind of went for 
Neva. She had mettle, a lot of guts to run this place alone 
and handle all the cowhands and stray tourists that loused up 
the bar every Saturday night. There was always a coupla 
fights . . .’ his tone grew dry: ‘But after a while I kinda grew 
tired of a gal about as soft as a brandin’ iron.’ 

‘She appeared to be extremely fond of you, Halton.’ 

‘I sure think she was—mighty fond of me,’ he agreed, and 
strode away. 

Kilburn glimpsed Hodack then leaning on the bars of the 
horse corral, smoking. He walked up the lane under the 
Lombardy poplars and t.he shade of their rustling restless 
leaves felt chill after the beating sunlight. He passed the 
graves of Collier Brown and his unfortunate feminine guest, 
and approached the stringy figure staring sombrely up at the 
horses grazing on the sage slopes above them. He crossed his 
arms on the top of the fence and spoke musingly: 

‘I wonder why Mrs. Blanchard had decided to sell the 
inn. She bad a good thing here, regular patrons, and with 
your help she seemed to be managing well . . .’ 

Hodack shrugged contemptuously. ‘Who knows the mind 
of a woman like that? It was Dr. Blanchard who loved the 
Kamo Canyon.’ 

‘I'm sure Doctor Blanchard was a distinguished person. 1 
hope he was happy while he lived here.’ 

Slittcd black eyes were turned upon Kilburn. ‘Death—it 
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were a friend to him. There was no peace . . . He had seen 
the woman with Dexter Halton, and I seen her with the man 
from Yellow Cloud.’ 

‘With Slade} Good heavens, was he enamoured of her?’ 

‘I wouldn’t guess, but it were the rancher she plainly pre¬ 
ferred.’ 

‘Then why would she decide to sell the inn?’ 

'Maybe she had become— afraid, Mister. The shadow of 
the Risin’ Wolf was failin’ over her.’ Suddenly the dark face 
was twisted with fury. ‘The buyer she was hagglin' with—he 
was goin’ to tear doum the Risin’ Wolf.’ 

That jolted Kilburn. ‘Tear the inn down? But if it’s the 
evil place you say it is, Hodack, why wouldn’t it be better to 
pull it down?’ 

‘My father’s footsteps still echo along those floors, and long 
before the trees was felled for the inn this was the gatherin’ 
place of the tribes. Here they held council, and had the 
autumn festival dances. Under those logs back there lie the 
white ashes of their ancient fires.’ 

There was more to it than that, Kilburn felt, more than an 
oqihan Indian boy’s sentiment for the building where his 
father had worked. Hodack was not telling all. It wasn’t 
difficult to imagine him killing his employer in deadly rage 
over her decision to sell the inn to someone who planned to 
pull it down, and because he hated the woman, a fact which 
began to grow more evident. Halton couldn’t sec Hodack a 
killer—but Kilburn could. 

‘Are you sure you slept out there in the barn the night 
Mrs. Blanchard was attacked, Hodack?’ 

The inn manager snatched a hunting knife with a braided 
raw-hide handle from his belt. He held it up, its blade flashing 
silver in the sunlight, if I’d killed Mrs. Blanchard this is 
how she would have died.’ 

Kilburn gazed respectfully at the sinister blade. ‘Do you 
know who was negodating to buy the Rising Wolf?’ 

‘The man from Yellow Cloud, Leo Slade.’ 
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Kilburn’s cigarette dropped from between his lips. He 
ground it under his heel, amazed for some obscure reason. 
‘Where the devil would Slade get money enough to buy the 
place? And why should he want it anyway if he was going 
to pull it down?’ 

‘To set up a service station with neon signs and gasoline 
pumps and a stand for scllin’ hot dogs and hamburgers.’ 
Hodack answered grimly. 

It didn’t make sense. Kilburn moved away. It would cost 
a fortune to rip down the logs and heavy timbers of the 
staunch old inn. but it did give Hodack, if he believed it, 
regardless of his sharp and shining knife a powerful motive 
for murder. On the other hand it might be true. The idea 
was no wilder than Slade’s buying an abandoned prospector’s 
shack and making it over inio a gas station. Perhaps he 
thought winters would be less lonely for Callie, yet it seemed 
a poor business venture. Kilburn had to consider the fact, 
however, that Neva was not planning to sell—only threaten¬ 
ing Hodack whom she’d plainly disliked. 

Suspicious now of everyone his thoughts turned upon 
Callie. Callie so manifestly infatuated with Halton, who ran 
to throw herself in his arms when he appeared, who had 
viciously slashed her husband in a winter quarrel— How did 
she feel about Neva, arrogant, sensual, with a magnetic 
power over men? Could the two women have tangled over 
the handsome cattleman, and Callie in blind rage battered 
the other with the first weapon at hand. She was a slight 
woman but the pesde was heavy and a murderous weapon— 
as it had proved. Callie was a reasonable suspect, yet he was 
too soft to bring himself to believe she’d actually kill. 

As a detective he was a wash-out, and his neck was in the 
noose unless Cheyncy came up with another prospect. The 
day was suddenly cold again, and he climbed dispiritedly up 
to his room. 

The moment he stepped across the threshold it was 
evident he'd had a visitor. The drawers of the dresser were 
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pulled out, his fresh shirts rumpled, and when he opened the 
closet door his clothing was disarranged. It was unlikely to 
have been the police again. They had fine-combed the 
room immediately after their arrival but had left no such 
disorder. Not until he opened his pullman case, which had 
been hastily crammed shut, did he miss anything. A small 
Leica camera he sometimes used was gone. It was an ex¬ 
pensive camera and it was loaded with unexposed film. 
Fortunately his press camera, the heavy Graflex with which 
he’d shot all the pictures since his arrival, was locked in his 
car with his extra film and flash equipment. Then he dis¬ 
covered an extra cigarette lighter was missing also. It was 
a two-tone affair inscribed with his initials, given him by a 
girl he’d once fancied. He rummaged under his clean under¬ 
wear ... A tan leather travelling clock of no great value was 
gone—and his hunting knife in an embossed cowhide case. 

He rocked gently back on his heels, whistling softly. Had 
Josie prowled the room when she made the bed, searching 
for money, perhaps, or anything she thought she might sell? 
He couldn’t believe Isabelle would enter the room or any 
other person at the inn. Yet someone had. His blood con¬ 
gealed at the thought of that missing knife. 

There was a light tap on the door and he opened it to 
find Tanis standing there, an expression of suppressed excite¬ 
ment on her face. ‘Could you come with tne for a minute, 
Brice?’ 

‘Of course.’ Thinking with rage of his stolen property he 
followed the girl down the hall. She halted at Neva’s door, 
opened it and motioned for him to follow her. 

The room was larger than his own, its windows overlooking 
the veranda. There was lime-coloured satin spread on the 
bed and curtains of the same lustrous material, deep chairs, 
• a handsome dressing-table with a neat array of crystal bottles 
and toilet articles, deep soft gold rugs covered the floor. 

Tanis closed the door and crossed swiftly to the closet. 
‘Look, Brice, what do you make of this?’ 
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He expected to see the closet crammed with clothing, 
instead only three or four garments, dresses and a dark robe, 
hung on the rack in the lavender-scented depths. ‘Where are 
all her clothes?’ 

The girl pointed to the floor. Two bulging pullman cases of 
white leather were shoved back into the farthest corner. 

‘The Sheriff never did this,’ she said. ‘Doesn’t it look as 
though Neva . . 

‘Was preparing to depan at any moment,’ he finished. 

‘Why didn’t Sheriff Chcyney mention it?’ 

He shook his head. ‘The police never tell you anything they 
don’t absolutely have to. Neva was so insistent she meant 
to remain in the canyon. Even if she were planning to sell, 
why would she pack so soon?’ 

‘There’s something else,’ Tanis said, ‘that 1 don't think 
the police discovered,’ she held out a pale blue envelope with 
a picture of a woman’s head on it. 

‘What is it?’ 

’I was reaching down at the back of the closet for a pair 
of shoes and I saw a tiny corner of blue showing above the 
baseboard. I pulled it out and it was this—a packet or ebony- 
black hair dye.’ 

Kilburn goggled. ‘Good lord, you mean . . .’ 

“That Neva was probably not a brunette. After all, she 
had almost jade-green eyes and a very fair skin, yet I 
never guessed her hair was dyed. Lots of women use colour 
rinses, but they don’t hide the dye packet. Mostly they no 
longer care whether you know they tint their hair or not.’ 

He regarded the delicate upturned face thoughtfully. ‘Well, 
where does this lead us? So Neva might have been a blonde, 
or anything else, and didn’t want her husband or anyone else 
to stispect she was. That’s the important fact. She had luggage 
packed to leave instantly—in the event of what? If she’d 
already sold die inn that news would have come out. I’ll 
sound Slade out. At the moment I’m more concerned about 
a sneak thief being in my room.’ 
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Her hand flew to her mouth. ‘A thief, what do you mean?’ 

He told her about his room being ransacked, about the 
lighter, clock and camera being taken. He omitted mention 
of the missing knife. 

'If we only knew whether or not it was connected with 
Neva’s death,’ she said. ‘I think I’ll leave her things packed 
just as they are here in the closet, since the Sheriff has seen 
them. I suppose they have examined her car also.’ 

‘Undoubtedly, and you should have the key to it.’ 

She drew a small red leather case from her blouse pocket 
and held it up. “The Sheriff turned her keys over to me,’ she 
gave a little shiver. ‘It’s—fantastic, we’re having a funeral 
tomorrow, Brioc, for a person—nobody knows.’ 

To his surprise when he returned downstairs to report the 
theft in his room the Sheriff’s car was gone, but the State 
Trooper was lounging by the front gate. He went out and told 
the man, but the Trooper was not very much interested in a 
petty theft. He advised Kilburn to list the missing articles, 
and assured him he would report to Cheyney as soon as 
the Sheriff returned. He saw no reason to connect the incident 
with the murder. 

When he returned to the house Callic told him the door 
to the Modoc room was still locked, and Cheyney had 
warned them to stay away from it. 

‘As though anyone would want to go into that horrible 
room,’ she cried. ‘But thank goodness, we can at least get 
a drink in the bar.’ 

Callie’s small face under its rich tan was pallid and all 
vivaciousness seemed to have drained out of her. She wore 
a cherry-coloured shirt carelessly with blue jeans and was 
restlessly prowling the lounge, smoking. He could sec Slade 
through the screen door out on the veranda talking idly 
with Harvard Neil. 

He had an idea. ‘Are you actually planning to spend the 
rest of your life out here in the desert, Callie?’ he made his 
tone lightly jesting. 
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She spun around to stare up at him, reed-slender in the 
tight pants, her eyes smouldering gold embers. ‘Not at that 
sun-blasted station in the sand dunes. I've had it! Leo’s 
nerves arc steady enough now.’ 

His brows rose. 'Yet Hodack told me that Neva was negoti¬ 
ating to sell the Rising Wolf to your husband.’ 

Her checks seemed to go grey, and her mouth became a 
thin vicious line. 'I know she was, and Leo was considering 
buying this bloody monstrosity. Neva was working on him, 
persuading him, trying to unload the place on him. I warned 
her. . .’ 

‘Was he planning to tear it down if he bought it?’ 

She swept the bright hair from her eyes. ‘I don’t know 
what Leo planned. He doesn't tell me things—until after he’s 
done them. I was dead set against the whole scheme, sell out 
at Yellow Cloud—if anyone would be idiot enough to buy it 
—and settle here permanently. I told him he was insane. We 
planned to live in the desert only two or three years. If Neva 
hadn’t kept at him he’d never even have thought of buying 
the Rising Wolf.’ 

‘She told us all, she had decided to remain in the Karno 
Canyon,’ he reminded her. 

‘Neva said a lot of things after she’d had a drink. She 
even confided to me that she might be living at the Bar Grey. 
That was ridiculous. Dcx didn’t want Neva, I know . . .’ 

The small face was livid with fury, and he had the feeling 
Callie could be about as predictable and as safe as a desert 
rattler, for all her vivid charm. 

A vermilion glow was flooding through the dusty geranium 
leaves into the dark-panelled room and Kilbum walked out 
to the veranda to watch a fiery sunset dying along the rim- 
rock. The river trees were fading like clouds of smoke into 
shadows sliding down the sage slopes, and a cool wind rustled 
the leaves about the inn with a sound like distant rain. 

Prentice was squatting on the steps smoking a peaceful pipe 
and Kilbum drifted over to him. ‘Spectacular sunset.’ 
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'But hardly a tranquil one, makes you think a storm’s 
brewing off somewhere beyond those barren ridges.’ He 
pointed with his pipe, then looked up at Kilburn. ‘Did you 
learn at the Inquest when we will all be allowed to go our 
separate ways?’ 

Ruefully Kilburn shook his head. ‘The whole thing was 
pretty inconclusive. The Coroner appears to be a man so 
overworked he’s dashing in twenty different directions at one 
time, and so far as I can gather they wound up having 
decided only that Mrs. Blanchard was murdered—by some¬ 
body.’ 

That’s discouraging. The police haven't got very far then. 
I don’t actually mind the delay,’ he spoke half apologetically, 
‘this is good territory for me, so long as they allow me to 
come and go. I’ve located a fine fossil bed twelve miles north 
of here.’ His voice dropped reverently: i even found two 
species of genuine Miocene flora.’ 

‘What’s Miocene flora?’ 

‘Imprints of leaves in Triassic rock. There is also out there 
a deposit of chalk-white diatornaccous earth and the leaf 
imprint stands out nearly black against the white matrix. 
The matrix was so soft I could easily carve out my specimen. 
After a while I will show it to you.’ 

‘I suppose it’s quite valuable.’ 

‘It would he if I could acquire enough of them, unfortun¬ 
ately they never occur in abundance. I will be glad to take 
you out there during this enforced vacation of ours.’ 

Kilburn promised absently to go, but his ears were tuned 
in to the snatches of conversation drifting over to them from 
Slade and Harvard Neil down the veranda. They were dis¬ 
cussing the grocery business and Slade was saying dryly: 

‘You don’t appear to know very much about this grocery 
racket, Neil. How long have you been working for that 
company?’ 

‘Less than a year,' Neil replied. ‘My line was drugs, but I 
had to get out of the office, developed a cough. I’m damned 
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if I like this road selling though.’ 

Prentice had been listening also: ‘It must be a severe 
inconvenience for Neil being held up this way. I imagine 
salesmen have a rather rigid schedule. He still looks done 
in, don’t you think?’ 

Kilburn agreed with him. Neil’s face was the colour of 
putty and he was chain-smoking while he talked. Drink and 
a murder had dangerously unnerved him, though he was 
obviously attempting to appear normal. 

'It seems like the wildest kind of thinking to believe any 
one of these normal, open people could be guilty of killing.’ 
Prentice drew a tobacco pouch from his jacket pocket. 

Tltat's not the way it appears to the Sheriff's office,’ Kil¬ 
burn told him bitterly. ‘They found my fingerprints on one 
of those glasses in the Modoc room, and are damnably sus¬ 
picious of me.’ 

'Of you}’ The pouch slipped from the older man's big 
fingers. ‘What absolute insanity! Of course I don’t know you 
very well,’ he smiled faintly, ‘but you hardly appear the 
type to attack a woman. How in God’s name could your 
prints be on a glass in that room?’ 

'I have no idea, except that it must have been picked up 
deliberately at the bar to implicate me, or anyone who might 
have been drinking out there.’ 

‘How about the other glass?’ 

‘No prints, and none on the bottle.’ 

'What a highly unpleasant situation for you, Kilburn.’ 

That’s the understatement of the year, but I’m going to 
ferret out the murderer somehow,' Kilburn told him grimly. 
‘The fact that those glasses were taken from the bar indicates 
to me that the murderer was no vagrant road traveller with 
robbery in mind, who just happened to find Mrs. Blanchard 
working in the Modoc room.’ 

‘I think I’d go along with that,’ Prentice agreed thought¬ 
fully. ‘Yet to suspect anyone here still seems so—so extreme. 
Unless, of course one considers Hodack Evans. He’s the 
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unnormal person I’ve ever had the dubious privilege of meet¬ 
ing, although,’ he shook his head. ‘I still think that red¬ 
headed waitress is psychotic, braying with laughter all the 
time. If one can’t shed tears over the dead woman, at least 
one can show a sober respect.’ 

Kilburn told him about Neva’s negotiating with Slade to 
sell the inn and Hodack’s bitterness over the fact. 

‘The woman was undoubtedly lonelier out here than she 
wanted to admit,’ Prentice said. ‘It was not very understand¬ 
able her living on here this long. I’m sure the girl Tanis 
won't want to settle down in such a gloomy habitation. Yet 
if Mrs. Blanchard was hoping to sell the Rising Wolf to 
Slade that rather eliminates him as a suspect, doesn’t it?’ 

‘I’m afraid it does, although he appears to be one of 
those intense men you can imagine being violent if he was 
aroused enough.’ 

The geologist shifted his weight uneasily on the steps, then 
lumbered to his feet and modoned to Kilburn. ‘Shall we 
walk down to the river where it’s a little cooler, until they 
call us to dinner?’ 

Kilburn caught on. He followed Prentice down the steps, 
through the sear grass and across the sand-drifted road to the 
water’s edge. 

'I don’t know whether I should tell you this or not, Kil¬ 
burn. I have debated with myself about informing the 
police . . . But since you seem to be in such dangerously hot 
water I’m going to risk it.’ 

‘For heaven’s sake, if it could possibly assist me, don’t 
haggle over scruples.’ 

‘Well, the night of the murder I read until fairly late, as 
I generally do, then I went to bed and fell asleep, but the 
storm kept waking me. You know how one drifts oil and 
then is aware of things again. One time when I awakened it 
wasn’t the wind which had aroused me. There were low 
voices—for the wind seemed to have died away—rather 
urgent voices I thought . . .’ 
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Kilburn could have choked the slow hesitant words out of 
the man. He felt his muscles tensing, and swallowed hard. 
‘Did you recognize the voices?’ 

‘One was much too low, but the other, yes, I—I feel sure 
I know who it was. Apparently two persons were standing near 
the head of the stairway. It was very late, half past one 
perhaps . . .’ 

The precious minutes were slipping away. 'Whose voice did 
you think you heard?’ 

Prentice peered anxiously across the surging green water 
to the ochre cliffs on the opposite shore. ‘I would hesitate to 
incriminate anyone—yet I do feel certain that the person 
talking so strongly out there in the corridor that night was— 
Dexter Halton.’ 


CHAPTER NINE 


Kilburn stared reflectively at Prentice. ‘Dexter Halton . . . 
He was another one who swore he was in bed asleep at the 
time Neva was killed. Apparently he wasn’t if it was his 
voice you heard. That voice is difficult to mistake.’ 

‘That’s what I keep telling myself now,’ Prentice admitted 
unhappily. ‘Yet I felt it just as well to say nothing to the 
Sheriff.’ 

‘I can’t think of one possible motive Halton would have 
for doing away with Mrs. Blanchard. She appeared to be, 
well, at least infatuated and possibly desperately in love with 
him, but he’s devoted his time openly to Callic Slade, until 
her husband turned up. Not knowing these people how can 
we possibly know what motive they might have for com¬ 
mitting a murder?’ 

Prentice shrugged heavy shoulders. ‘I certainly wouldn’t 
even guess. Halton seems a wholesome enough type, the 
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typical lean, cowboy-rancher constantly being presented and 
glamorized on television. Frankly, I have considered him the 
most normal person, aside from yourself, here at the Rising 
Wolf, endowed with hard common sense.’ 

Kilburn recalled Slade’s expressed opinion of Halton— 
that he was a ‘yellow-bellied snake', believed by some to have 
drowned his wife. He also recalled Slade’s suggestion that 
Neva could have become a deadly nuisance to Halton. He 
was about to mention this to Prentice when the dinner bell 
vigorously shaken by Josie called them in to dinner. 

Kilburn studied die owner of the Bar Grey while they ate 
dinner in the lamp-lit dining-hall. The rancher was seated 
beside Hodack and the talk that drifted to Kilburn was of 
placer mining and old lost mines. Halton joshed a little with 
Josie, and threw a remark now and then to Leo Slade. He 
didn’t appear to notice that Callie’s eyes followed his every 
move with golden glittering intensity. He was cool, assured, 
apparently at ease. 

No one spent any time in the bar that evening, but Neil 
brought a glass of whisky to the table and sipped it with his 
food. 

‘Damned if I'm fed up with this place,’ he confided to 
Kilburn, ‘and with that State Trooper out there leaning on 
the fence. Where’s the Sheriff, do you suppose, and how long 
are we goin’ to be held here bunched up together? I’m on a 
schedule.’ 

‘I’m afraid you’ll have to hang around until we’re all 
given the green light to go.’ Kilburn was once again conscious 
of an atmosphere charged with tension as the day glow waned 
against the windows and out in the dusk the Mountain of 
the Rising Wolf black-pelted now reared menacingly against 
coppery stars. He was aware of the old inn solitary in the 
purple wastes of desert night, and chillingly eerie came the 
lonely barking of a coyote far up the canyon. 

Tanis moved over and sat near him and the night fear in 
her wide eyes. She scarcely tasted her dinner but drank 
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coffee, glancing apprehensively now and again over her 
shoulder. He studied the young face gold-sheened with 
lamplight. She’s a total stranger also—he reminded himself— 
conceivably desperate for all that money could give her. She 
hated her step-aunt and needed money. There was certainly 
an almost irresistable sweetness about her, and none of the 
brittle charm of today’s young girls, yet lovely, apparently 
mild young girls had been subject to blind, black rages and 
unsuspected violence . . . The evil ghosts of the Rising Wolf 
were mesmerizing him. He laid a hand firmly on the warm 
smooth oilcloth of the tabic cover and returned to reality. 

‘Brice,’ Tanis laid a hand on his arm. ‘Will you . . . would 
you come to the funeral with me tomorrow?’ 

‘Funeral?’ Neil heaved himself out of his chair with a 
sick look ‘God, I’d forgotten they have to bury the woman.’ 

Kilburn hadn’t meant to go, but he couldn’t resist that 
soft appeal. He nodded. Til take you.’ 

She gave him a grateful relieved smile. ‘Then I won’t have 
to dread it . . . quite so much.’ 

Josie slammed pie on the table. ‘That policeman out there 
don’t stay in one place very long. First I sec him by the 
back corral, then he's talking to the Sheriff down by the road, 
and now the Sheriff’s gone—and he’s gone too.’ 

‘That State Trooper’s gone?’ Neil demanded. ‘Are you 
sure?’ 

'That one is.’ Josie unloaded the last of her servings of 
pie. ‘But there’s another man out there, a string-bean kind of 
guy, old as Hodack, marching up an down in front of the 
porch. I won’t take him out no apple pie. He looks mean, that 
one does.’ 

‘Don’t take pic or anything else to any of them, Josie,’ Tanis 
told her wearily. ‘Give them coffee if they ask for it.’ 

“That means they’re still hanging around,’ Slade said, 
frowning. 

‘Well, thank heaven for that.’ Prentice glanced up from 
his plate. ‘No electric lights, a hundred hiding places in 
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this old building, a murderer loose in the canyon . . 

‘Sheriff Cheyncy he was foolin’ around in the Modoc room,’ 
Josie informed them further. 'Him and that big Baird. I 
seen them when I was dustin’ the lounge. They was pawin’ 
through Mrs. Blanchard’s desk, and even lookin’ at the books. 

I thought they done all that before. Then they locked the 
door again.’ 

Kilburn felt faintly encouraged. Clieyney was still seeking 
evidence and carrying on his investigation despite Kilburn s 
fingerprints on the amber glass. The fact that there had been 
no mention of any on the murder weapon indicated that 
there had been none, or had left no impression on the pestle’s 
heavily pebbled surface. 

Everyone lingered, seemingly reluctant to leave the table 
after finishing dessert, sipping coffee, smoking, talking inter¬ 
mittently. Tatiis slipped hack to the kitchen and Kilburn 
heard her light voice and Josic’s blaring laughter, shockingly 
loud in the deepening stillness of the night. He could think 
of no further action for the moment to take to press his 
investigations, and when Prentice finally bid him good night 
and moved ponderously towards the stairs Kilburn followed. 
It occurred to him that it might he informative to sec who 
attended Neva Blanchard’s funeral in the morning, and 
observe each person’s reaction. He left Neil glued to the radio 
in the lounge. 

The August heat still lay heavily in the old structure, 
evening having failed to bring its customary chill. Kilburn 
read for a time but the jagged wick of the lamp flame 
flickered distractingly, and at length he blew it out, caught up 
his flashlight and stepped out to the veranda. The corridor 
slumbered in darkness except for a lemon-coloured glow 
fanning up from the lamp on the registration desk in the 
lounge below, faintly illuminating the stairway. He located 
a reed chair in the gloom and dropped into it. If the Trooper 
was out there keeping his lonely vigil Kilburn couldn’t sec 
him. but more than likely, as Josie had said, he moved about 
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instead of remaining in any one spot. There was a breeze 
out here yet so light it barely rulllcd the leaves of the cotton¬ 
woods. 

A moon, pale as blanched bone gleamed above the black 
walls of rimrock. Under it’s light the river trees slept in a 
luminescent trance. The dry fragrance of sage rose to him 
mingled with dust and a curious dead smell of decaying 
wood creeping out from the haunted corridors behind him. 
For a time he watched the metallic stars burning in the 
vast sweep of sky. considering the impact of the personalities 
around him. Of them all Hodack livans seemed the most 
inexplicable and suspect. He felt a moment of sharp panic 
at his own fumbling attempts to clear himself of Chcyney’s 
suspicions. He’d go after Hodack without gloves tomorrow. 

T he chair was deep, comfortable. He didn't realize he’d 
slept until he opened his eyes and saw that the moon was 
now lying on the ledge of the rimrock. Yawning he reared to 
his feet—and heard a stifled cough from the darkness be¬ 
hind him. Swiftly he bent and jerked off his shoes. 

Soundlessly in the thick shadows he moved across the 
veranda, cautiously drew open the screen door and stepped 
into the corridor. As he paused in the narrow passage he 
made out a vague silent figure in shrouding pale garments 
hovering perfectly motionless at the head of the staircase. 
He halted and waited. 

Presently the figure moved and began to steal forvvard, then 
took several steps down the stairs. Involuntarily he switched 
on his flash. There was a terrified gasp, a flurry of movement 
as the yellow beam spot-lighted an upturned face with wide 
eyes. 

‘ Isabelle! What arc you doing out here?’ 

The woman whirled in panic, mouth gaping open. 

‘Now don’t tell me you’ve come down to see if you have left 
a stove burner on again.’ 

‘I ... I ... no . the ice box . . . Josic sometimes forgets 
and leaves the door open ... I came down to check.’ 
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Isabelle appeared different tonight somehow, the dead 
stare had vanished from her eyes, they were wide and alert— 
wary. 

‘Where’s your candle?’ 

‘There’s enough moonlight . . .’ her voice trailed vaguely 
away, and she turned her head looking back up the dim 
hall as though listening. 

The explanation was lame, and as credible as the idea of 
a timid woman rising in the dead of night to descend from 
the third floor to check the refrigerator after a murder had 
just been committed on the lower floor. 

"What are you doing out here, Mr. Kilburn?’ Her voice 
had more vitality than he’d ever heard in it. 

‘I was sitting out on the veranda and fell asleep.’ 

Somewhere along the corridor sounded the creaking of an 
opening door. In the grey oblong of light a figure was sud¬ 
denly inked in black, and a flash beam cut the dimness, 
followed by the pad of footsteps. 

‘Who’s out there?’ The voice was Halton’s. 

'Kilburn . . . and Mrs. Cronin.’ 

‘Mrs. Cronin}’ the rancher’s voice rose in astonishment. 
He approached and halted beside them. ‘What the devil are 
you doin’ downstairs at this hour, Isabelle?’ 

'To . . . check the ice box ... to see if the door was left 
open.’ 

‘You shouldn’t be down here alone after what’s happened. 
I’ll chcclc the kitchen for you. Go back to bed now.’ 

Apparently the ice-box story didn't sound as thin to Halton 
as it did to Kilburn. 

‘And why are you prowlin’ the halls at one o’clock, Kil¬ 
burn?' 

He explained again, after all, they were both entitled to 
an explanation as much as he was, considering the grim 
circumstances. 

‘I heard voices,’ Halton said, ‘and by God I’m goin’ to 
know what’s goin’ on here after what happened to Neva.’ 
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Kilbum went reflectively to bed. He had given Isabelle 
scarcely a thought since the night of the murder, but now to 
discover her stealing in the darkness down to the lower 
floor late at night again, with so flimsy an excuse, seemed a 
matter for sober speculation. Strange, silent, and withdrawn 
she could know more than she was telling, and her reasons 
for being downstairs might be more important than she 
wanted anyone to know. There had been blood on her gar¬ 
ments, and the dead, stunned behaviour had protected her 
from being more searchingly questioned—or suspected, for 
that matter. It was a very convincing cloak, which had 
brought her nothing but sympathy. 

He carried the thought a step further. Supposing Isabelle 
did hold some violently bitter grievance against her em¬ 
ployer, and had come down late at night to have it out with 
her, found her in the Modoc room and after a deadly quarrel, 
caught up the heavy pesdc anil struck the older woman over 
the head with it. Then why had she come downstairs once 
again? Had she lost something which might seem incriminat¬ 
ing if found by the Sheriff’s men? 

Hail it been Isabelle who scoured his room for something 
she thought he possessed? Yet why would she take a clock, a 
lighter, a camera, a kvife . . . Unless she, or someone else, 
intended to use that knife and took the other articles to avert 
suspicion. 

It was very late before he dropped into restless sleep. 

Tanis dressed for the funeral of her step-aunt in a navy 
suit with a soft white bow at the throat. She carried white 
gloves but didn’t put them on, and sat rigidly beside Kilburn, 
hands locked over them on the white handbag in her lap. 

Callic and Leo Slade, with Josic in the rear seat drove off 
ahead of them. 

‘It’s good of you to take me, Brice.’ The girl shook her 
head drearily. ‘I’d have a bad time of it alone. Life slips by 
like a horror movie, every hour getting stranger and stranger. 
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It doesn't seem like reality.’ 

‘The world of reality seemed to have ended when I entered 
the Kamo Canyon,’ he said. 

The day was overcast with shifting clouds and they sped 
down the twisting road beside cliffs of dull yellow, the 
river waves surged tarnished green like broken metal against 
the stony shore. 

The old pioneer cemetery lay a few miles out of Taura, a 
desolate treeless region of the dead. Tall, fawn-coloured 
grasses rippled and rustled in a chill relentless wind, crude 
tombstones barely visible above them. A broken galvanized 
fence half-heartedly held back the sage and rabbitbrush of 
the encroaching desert. 

They left the car beside the sagging front gates and 
ploughed through the grasses to the group gathered around 
the open grave. A grey casket rested beside it, a spray of 
artificial white carnations on the lid which Tanis had ordered 
from the Undertaking establishment. Dust and sand swept 
over them. 

There had been only a brief service in the purple-curtained 
chamber in Taura, and the same few towns-pcoplc were here, 
and beside the young shockcd-looking minister two restless 
young men from distant town newspapers darting glances at 
Tanis. Behind the Slades and Josie Jensen the Sheriff was 
standing with Baird, hoth looking deceptively detached. 

Josie was wearing a wildly flowered dress, a straw hat jam¬ 
med on the back of her red hair, and white tennis shoes. She 
was bursting at the seams with suppressed excitement at this 
momentous occasion breaking the drab routine of her desert 
life. Callic in a wide-collared charcoal dress, her face the 
ashen hue of the sage pressed close to her husband. 

Kilburn was astonished to sec Hodack shambling through 
the grass to stand behind Callie. He wore a clean white 
shirt and neat dark slacks and his hair glistened from a wet 
comb. The dark lined face was closed, black eyes opaque. The 
residents of Taura stood in a hushed little knot together to 
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witness these last rites for an unknown murdered woman. 
Neva Blanchard was not the first person who had died by 
\iolencc to he laid to rest in this lonely wind-swept grave¬ 
yard. 

It was over in a few minutes, the minister’s earnest last 
prayer climaxed by sudden wild hysterical sobs bursting from 
Josie. Her big body shook with the intensity of her loud 
lamentations, and all the startled towtis-people gazed at her 
in respectful silence. 

‘What a perfectly frightful exhibit,’ Tanis exploded, when 
she and Kilburn were again in the car, leaving the casket 
with white false flowers waiting in the wind. ‘Josie is a 
disgrace.’ 

‘Josie feels things intensely and like an overgrown child 
has no control over her emotions.’ 

‘She didn’t care a fig for Neva,’ Tanis cried indignantly. 
'It was all for show. Look, Brice,’ she pointed to a car shoot¬ 
ing oil ahead of them. ‘Isn’t that Harvard Neil in that car?’ 

‘That’s certainly his car. Neil wasn’t at the service but 
he probably wanted a glimpse of the grim little ceremony. 
Isabelle, Prentice and Halton were not in evidence cither, if 
that means anything.’ 

The girl sank back with a sigh. 'Thank heavens it’s over. 
I've had black dreams of laying Neva away in this desolate 
place, Neva of all people! Now, what do you suppose 
happens?’ 

‘Well, for one thing I’d like to find out why Isabelle came 
downstairs in the dead of the night again.’ 

‘ Isabelle? Why would she do that?’ 

He told her of his brief encounter with the woman and 
of Halton’s appearance. ‘I’d like to know too if the Sheriff 
is getting anywhere with his investigation. I can’t think 
of any direction to turn in my own.’ 

She gave him a despairing smile. 'I can’t seem to get any 
farther than the kitchen door. All these people at the inn 
have to he fed, and I have to do all the thinking for both 
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Isabelle and Josic.’ 

^ ou might sound out Isabelle, Tanis. I’m certain she didn’t 
slip downstairs to see if she’d left the refrigerator door open, 
or for thai matter, to sec if she’d left the burner on the 
night Neva was killed.’ 

111 work on her, but I never knew so uncommunicative 
a person. She seems like a ghost despite her beauty. She is 
lovely, isn’t she?’ 

If you admire a zombi. She did seem to show a little 
spirit last night, for some reason.’ 

111 certainly talk to her, Brice. We’ve got to get some¬ 
where soon.’ There was desperation in her voice. ‘I suppose 
there is no real danger—now. yet all the time I’m . . . 
afraid, even of Hodack. He slips in and out like a shadow and 
he watches me. He simply pierces me with those black eyes, 
and when I ask him what he wants he mutters something 
and slips away.' 

‘He’s undoubtedly wondering what you plan to do about 
the inn. He may fear you’ll sell out to Slade.’ 

She flung out her hands. ‘I can’t believe Leo Slade actually 
ever intended to buy that huge old morgue. There must be 
something more behind it that we have no way of knowing. 
The only thing really which concerns me is a dark, dark 
question . . .' 

The girl was staring straight ahead at the long descending 
curve of the highway threading through dunes bordered 
by the saffron-flowering rabbitbrush. 

‘What particular dark question? There seems to be a lot 
of them.’ 

She laid a hand on his arm. ‘I keep asking myself, despite 
Doctor Wall’s diagnosis, did my uncle die a natural death, or 
did the same person who killed Neva . . . murder Uncle 
Elliot first?’ 

He looked at her, startled. ‘I hadn't thought of that. Doc¬ 
tor Wall’s examination of your uncle was possibly casual yet 
he wouldn’t miss an injury or anything like that.’ 
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‘How about poison? There would be nothing to make him 
suspect it if he had been poisoned?’ 

'For heaven’s sake, what makes you think of poison?’ 

‘I know it sounds . . . melodramatic, but Josie was running 
on one day about Hodack knowing all about deadly Indian 
drugs, and 1 thought of the death camas I’ve read about and 
the thistle-poppy whose seeds are a dangerous narcotic, and 
there’s probably other plants that grow out here which an 
Indian would be familiar with. Anything seems credible now.’ 

She looked so white and strained fury smouldered in him 
that she should be one of Chcyney’s murder suspects. ‘I’ll 
talk to everyone again,’ he said savagely. 

As soon as they arrived at the inn Tanis hurried off, and 
he debated about hiking up the gulch until the others 
returned. Finally he decided to wait until after lunch and 
checked his camera equipment in the car. Since his room had 
been entered he’d locked it in the trunk. Everything was 
intact, and as he walked towards the inn he came upon 
Prentice leaning over the fence which enclosed the grave of 
Collier Brown. He was squinting at the faded lettering on 
the headboards, but straightened when he saw Kilburn. 

‘It was most obliging of you to drive that long distance to 
Taura to attend the burial of a perfectly strange woman,’ 
the big man said solemnly. ‘However, I’m sure Miss Blanch¬ 
ard needed a little moral support. This must all be desperately 
difficult for her.’ 

‘It’s a tragic situation for a young girl,’ Kilburn agreed 
sombrely. ‘But Tanis has courage.’ 

Prentice groped in a jacket pocket. ‘I think I have some¬ 
thing for you.’ He withdrew his hand and held out a small 
object which flashed gold in the noon light. 

Kilburn lifted it from the large extended palm. ‘My cigar¬ 
ette lighter! Now where the devil did you find that?’ 

‘It is yours then? With those initials I couldn’t see how 
it would belong to anyone else. Perhaps you didn’t know you 
lost it.’ 
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‘I did know I lost it. Somebody got into my room, rifled 
my belongings, stole this lighter, a flashlight, small camera, 
and a hundng knife. Where did you find it?’ 

‘In the stable near one of the horse stalls. I was looking 
for Hodack to ask him about the trail up Three Devils Culch. 

I didn’t know he had gone to Mrs. Blanchard’s funeral.’ 

Kilburn gazed thoughtfully at the engraved case. You 
found it in the stable? Was it in plain sight?’ 

‘No. 1 noticed something glinting half under a bale of hay 
and poked it out. Who would break into your room?’ 

‘They didn’t have to break in; there’s no lock on my door. 
How about yours?’ ^ 

’There is an old-fashioned iron bolt inside, quite useless 
when one is out, of course. Would Hodack Evans stoop to 
petty theft? The lighter in the barn would seem to indicate 
him.’ 

‘I hate to think it’s Hodack, yet who else would be likely 
to be out there in the stable?’ 

‘1 believe all the help run back and forth out there,’ Prentice 
said. 'I wonder if they got into other rooms, also. It might be 
wise for me to check through my own things. I’ve some rare 
blue agates I picked up over Lost Creek Pass. They’re quite 
valuable.’ He turned worriedly towards the inn. ‘These people 
who work out here have very little wordly goods, and with 
their undoubtedly low salaries it may appear to them as 
though the guests are rich, with their expensive luggage, 
cameras and portable radios.’ 

Kilburn also headed for the inn. ‘I’m going to have a talk 
with Hodack.’ But when he entered the lounge Slade hailed 
him. 

‘I’ve (ixed up a little trip for a few of us, Kilburn, and 
I’m sure you’d like to join us,’ he smiled wryly. ‘Since I 
need to hang around here for awhile, and have a man out at 
Yellow Cloud I may as well call it a vacation. Hodack is 
going to direct us to some fossil beds I’ve visited a couple of 
times. They’re well worth seeing. I promised Prentice I’d 
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show them to him.’ 

A trip away from the Rising Wolf will be a vacation for 
me also, Kilburn assured him, but without fervour. ‘Count 
me in of course, on your safari. Do I take my shovel?’ 

A pick axe is better if you’re planning to do any digging. 
There may he one or two around here. I kinda get a kick out 
of prying out a leaf engraved in stone that was once growing 
in a tropical forest 100.000 years ago. Do you think Neil 
would care to come along?’ 

‘I'd think that digging up the flora and fauna of prehistoric 
ages would be the last thing on earth Neil would care to do.’ 

However, to Kilburn’s surprise Neil sprawling in unutter¬ 
able boredom in a grass chair on the veranda accepted 
Slade’s invitation. 

‘Anything’s better than rotting away here, Man.’ 

The Sheriff drove up as they were walking out to the cars 
after lunch. He looked dusty and tired, and frowned when 
Slade explained where they proposed to spend the after¬ 
noon. Nevertheless he apparently decided that with practic¬ 
ally all the men at the inn watching each other the expedi¬ 
tion was safe enough. 

‘Go ahead, but I suggest you all be back here before dark.’ 

They set out in two cars, Slade in the lead driving his green 
Dodge, Hodack beside him, Prentice at the wheel of the 
other car, accompanied by Kilburn and the yawning Neil. 
The sun had worked its way through the morning clouds and 
they sped down a canyon washed in gold. It was better than 
an hour and a half before they saw off in the gossamcrcd azure 
distance the staring white face of a fossil cliff, but the road 
plunged into another canyon between ochre cliffs deep in 
shadow. 

At length they climbed up to a white plateau, following a 
sandy road ascending higher and higher into an amazing 
region of tumbling hills, giant cones, bluffs of startling aqua, 
pale gold and dazzling white. 

Leaving the cars in the shadow of a clump of juniper they 
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set out on foot, Hodack leading the way into a bewildering 
maze of clefts and caverns, deep open pits, waves and breakers 
of sandstone like a fantastic sea frozen in turbulent motion. 

Neil ambling half-heartedly along beside Kilburn mopped 
his brow. ‘Good God, bow hot can it get in this Dante’s 
inferno? If you dug ten minutes in this lousy rock pile you’d 
drop from sunstroke.’ 

‘I’m sure you’re right, but it’s almost worth it to see such 
colours, such weird rock formations.’ 

Prentice strode about in perspiring ecstasy. ‘This is mar¬ 
vellous, nuirvellous, these flaking layers of earth are sedi¬ 
mentary deposits and solidified volcanic ash. The bones of 
prehistoric creatures must surely be entombed in these great 
cliffs.’ 

Slade said: ‘Well, I’m going my way. Suppose we meet 
at the cars in an hour.’ He nodded to them and strode away. 

Hodack, sombre and uncommunicative, pick in hand 
climbed purposefully up a steep bluff and vanished. Presently 
Kilburn found himself walking alone, Iris companions each 
having wandered off on his own journey of exploration. He 
soon discovered that walking could be treacherous, beneath 
his feet the chalky soil crumbled without warning as he 
skirted a sudden pit in the earth. 

Cautiously he advanced through narrow passages of rose, 
ash-grey, buff, alabaster . . . Between the cliffs the con¬ 
centrated heat was intense. The sun beat down on his un¬ 
protected head with relentless fervour. Neil was right about 
sunstroke. Despite Prentice’s detailed and ardent instructions 
he bad no idea where his pick might pry loose from the multi¬ 
coloured soil the bones of a mastodon or the teeth of a 
lizard vanished these many past millcniums. After fifteen 
sweating minutes he decided that unearthing the skeleton of 
an entire dinosaur would leave him unmoved. 

Tire rattle of falling pebbles on his left and pale puffs of 
dust arrested his aimless digging and he squinted upward. 
They were tumbling from a boulder high on the shoulder of 
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the cliff directly above him. For a moment he thought the 
huge mass was moving. Suddenly he knew it was. It was 
edging forward . . . 

Seconds later the deadly rock was plunging down the wall 
of the chasm. Kilburn gave a wild lunge backward. There was 
no place in the narrow passage to escape. He heard the 
deafening thunder as the boulder struck an outcropping of 
stone . . . and beheld the thing crash and crumble apart 
inches from his head. At the same instant he felt an abrupt 
jarring shock—and the hot white light was blotted out. 


CHAPTER TEN 


Sunlight was scaring his eyelids. Something warm and wet 
was trickling down one cheek. Groggily he lifted a hand, 
touched it gingerly, opened his eyes and saw his fingers were 
crimson. The boulder I He was lying prone in a debris of 
white and aqua earth, and his left arm felt torn from its 
socket. 

He struggled to a sitting position and when his head had 
cleared a little dizzily surveyed the wreck of the fallen 
boulder. He also saw Harvard Neil striding up the narrow 
corridor mouth gaping wide, sandy hair practically standing 
on end. 

'Good God, Kilburn, what happened to you?’ He sprang 
forward and bent over him. ‘You’re head’s cut, and there’s 
blood. . . . Part of the cliff must have fallen away.’ 

‘A boulder crashed . . . flying rock . . . knocked me out.’ 

‘Man, it’s a miracle you’re alive. I hope nothing’s broken, 
you're positively green. Here, let me give you a hand. Can 
you get to your feet?’ 

Even at that sick moment Kilburn didn’t think Neil looked 
90 good himself, his face was a pasty grey as he assisted him 
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to stand. To his relief he found the dizziness and faintness 
slowly passing, and he could move with no great discomfort 
except for his injured shoulder and a dull pounding at the 
side of his head. 

‘I’ll help you back to the car, old man, and get some water. 
Why the devil didn’t I bring some whisky? Didn’t you see 
the rock coming down?’ 

‘I saw it teetering up there and then it was on its way.’ 

The salesman stared upward. ‘I expect these crumbly old 
fossil tombs arc falling all the time. Ghastly place, no vege¬ 
tation . . . and the damnable sun. Can you make it? We’ll 
work back to the car.’ Neil gripped Kilburn’s arm as though 
he expected him to drop any instant. ‘Got to get you out of 
this blast of light. It was an idiotic expedition. Who the devil 
cares about old bones, except old petrified Prentice? Got 
all we can do keeping our own from falling apart. Sure you 
can make it, guy?’ 

‘I can make it, thanks Neil, but I’d sure like some water 
and a spot of shade.’ 

Presently they encountered Prentice. He was shambling 
down a yellow slope, sweat trickling down his big face, but he 
was beaming and his arms were laden with coloured rocks 
which he was cradling tenderly. ‘I believe, 1 absolutely do 
believe I have found the remains of several rare ferns . . . 
Why good heavens . . I’ he halted so abruptly his feet 
skidded on the slippery earth. ‘What happened to you, Kil- 
burn, you’ve blood on your face, and you look like a spectre.’ 

‘A boulder damn near mashed him,’ Neil said. ‘Crashed 
off that high cliff back there, luckily the monster hit a ledge 
first and shattered so only a flying rock got him. or he’d 
have been smashed flat for sure.’ 

At this graphic but all too true description Kilburn ex¬ 
perienced a deadly sinking, and he inhaled deeply of the 
chalky-dust laden air to keep from blacking out again. 

‘But this is terrible 1 There's a jug of water in my car, we 
must get him back there.’ Still clutching his specimens Prcn- 
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ticc hastily led die way out of the fiery labyrinth. 

The water in the jug was cold and Kilburn managed to 
bathe his head and staunch the flow of blood by tying 
his own and one of Prentice’s handkerchiefs over the wound. 
It was a fairly deep gash which probably should be sewed up. 
His shoulder ached excruciatingly though he could move 
it freely so apparently nothing was broken. 

Hodack slipped up to them, appearing silently from no¬ 
where. His obsidian gaze took in everything before he spoke. 
‘Was there an accident?’ 

Neil repeated his gruesome little speech. 

Hodack nodded, unmoved. ‘The ancient rocks they fall all 
the time in the fossil beds, the rain, stormbeats on them, the 
soft rock crumbles, cliffs they break away when the wind 
pushes.’ 

Kilburn heard his own voice saying heatedly at the indian's 
casual explanation: There was no wind today to do any 
pushing on that boulder up there.’ He climbed into the rear 
seat of Prentice's car. Later his own words echoed in his ears. 

They waited a few minutes for Slade, and Neil shouted his 
name a few times, but when he didn’t appear Prentice rever¬ 
ently stored his specimens in the trunk of the car and 
climbed behind the wheel. 

‘When Mr. Slade returns you can explain about Kilburn’s 
accident, Hodack. and tell him we’ve gone back to the inn. 
Slade must have found some excellent digging,’ the geologist 
added jealously. These are magnificent beds, I shall have to 
return.’ 

‘Definitely without me,’ Neil told him firmly. 

They left Hodack smoking impassively under the junipers 
and made a quick trip back to the Rising Wolf. As they 
stepped on the veranda Sheriff Cheyncy walked out the front 
door. He was holding a tall glass of some red liquid tinkling 
with ice, his wide hat was off, his jacket open. But when he 
saw Kilburn, the gory handkerchiefs bound about his head, 
he froze and his brows shot up. 
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'What happened to you?’ 

Prentice hastened to explain: ‘A rock fell off a cliff and 
struck him. He has quite a deep cut, and I believe his 
shoulder was injured also.’ 

Neil interposed and related how he’d found Kilburn 
sprawled in the coloured rubble from the cliff, and it seemed 
unnecessary for Kilburn himself to relate his own version of 
what happened. However, Cheyncy suggested Prentice and 
Neil go on into the inn, and after taking a couple of tentative 
swallows of his drink, grimaced, said: ‘Raspberry juice,’ set 
the glass on the veranda railing and gave Kilburn his 
concentrated attention. 

‘How ditl it happen?’ 

Somewhat surprised Kilburn told him: ‘The cliff walls 
narrow to practically nothing at that particular spot and there 
was no possibility of getting out of the way.’ 

‘You saw the rock then before it fell?’ 

‘Yes. It was balanced on the ledge up there—and then it 
began to move. . . he stopped and a very cold chill raced 
suddenly over him. ‘And then it began to move . . ’ 

Cheyney caught his look of dark surprise. ‘You were 
saying. . . ?’ 

‘That 1 could almost believe that damned boulder was 
shoved.' Why did it suddenly move? After having my room 
prowled and some of my possessions stolen I’m suspicious of 
everything—and everybody.’ 

The Trooper reported the theft to me. I’ve talked to the 
women. It probably has nothing to do with this murder, but 
I’ll keep on checking, of course.’ 

‘I don’t like the idea of that knife being taken,’ Kilburn 
told him. 

Reflectively Cheyney slapped the leg of his green uniform 
pants. 'I don’t like it cither, but the kitchen has half a dozen 
good sharp knives—if anyone happened to want one. You'd 
better have someone drive you to Taura and get that head 
patched up, and let Wall examine you for further injuries.’ 
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Kilburn was irritated that the ransacked room seemed of 
such little importance to him. The Leica was expensive. ‘I 
have one of the stolen articles back,’ he said. 

‘You have}’ Cheyney had unenthusiastically picked up his 
drink, but he set it down again. 'How did you get it back?’ 

"Wilson Prentice found it out in the stable almost hidden 
under a bale of hay. But what did someone actually want in 
my room?’ 

‘Valuables, money, undoubtedly.’ 

‘For pete’s sake, my camera equipment and the Graflcx in 
my car arc worth at least fifteen hundred.’ 

The screen door creaked and Baird appeared. He also was 
holding a tall glass of red liquid and eyeing it with distrust. 
Josie had probably concocted drinks from one of those 
sugared powders, and pressed it upon them. 

Cheyney turned his head sharply at the sound of wheels 
grinding in sand, and Kilburn saw r that Slade and Hodack had 
returned. When they came up die steps, dusty and perspiring, 
the Sheriff lounged over to them and as Kilburn opened the 
screen door he heard him casually inquiring of Slade where 
they had been digging when the boulder fell in the canyon. 

He climbed up to his room, removed the handkerchiefs 
from his throbbing head and dropped them into a laundry 
basket in his closet, then he sponged the injury again, and 
decided the cut was not deep and he could do without 
driving forty-eight miles to Doctor Wall. He taped it up, 
took three aspirin and stretched out on the bed to ease his 
aching shoulder. The falling rock had undoubtedly been a 
disturbance of nature, yet if the thing had not been impeded 
in its thunderous descent by striking against the out-jutting 
ledge he would now most certainly be dead—and the grim 
question persisted: Had someone been up there who knew 
he was wandering in that narrow corridor where there was 
no possibility of escape? 

Who had suggested the trip to the fossil beds anyhow? 
Prentice, of course, no, it had not been Prentice but Leo 
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Slade, a man who would know every passage, cave and cliff 
in the fossil beds. 

He must have slept then for when he opened his eyes the 
room was flooded with rich gold and the leaves beyond the 
window hung burnished in windless sultry air. His face 
and hands were sticky with perspiration. There was a knock¬ 
ing on his door and he realized it had been the knocking 
which had awakened him. He swung his legs over the edge 
of the bed and shouted: ‘Come in.’ reaching for his cigarettes. 

Tanis slipped in. She wore a white sleeveless blouse with 
blue jeans, a white apron tied incongruously over the pants. 
Her face was blanched, her eyes like black pansies. 

‘Brice, Mr. Prentice said you’d had an accident. Oh, your 
head . . ! That huge rock, you could have been . . . 
crushed . . .’ Suddenly she groped for a chair and crumpled 
into it. 'I'm terrified, I don’t care, terrified, something dread¬ 
ful is going on. I know somebody tried to murder you. Oh, 
Brice, I’m sure of it! Your room was broken into, things 
stolen . . .’ 

He shook his head. ’It’s unlikely anyone was up on the rim 
of that cliff, saw me down there and deliberately shoved the 
rock over the ledge hoping it would get me,’ he took a deep 
drag on the cigarette. ‘Neva’s murder can have nothing to 
do with me. There were four other men out there and 1 don’t 
know where any of them were, so I have to chalk it up as 
an accident—but be on my guard.’ 

He gave her a smile then. ‘Come now, honey, get that little 
chin up. Aren’t you getting dinner?’ 

She rose shakily to her feet. ‘I’m supposed to be, but Josie 
just jolted back in that old Ford of hers. She’s been gone 
all afternoon. She left right after you did, and the potatoes 
aren’t pared or the carrots scraped. Isabelle and I have been 
rushing around like mad. Josie is getting a little overriding 
and insolent. She’d never dare talk to Neva as she does to 
me.’ 

‘I can believe that,’ he agreed. ‘Neva would have pinned her 
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to the wall. She knows you’re quite different.’ 

Tanis nodded miserably. ‘Yes, she suspects I’m a quaking 
coward, with a job bigger than I can handle, and that I'm 
afraid of every shadow that lurks in the comers.’ 

He rose and crossed over to her. ‘I’m glad you arc. Kitten, 
it may make you cautious enough to keep out of danger.’ He 
reached out, drew her into his arms, kissed the soft mouth, 
and placed another kiss where the dark hair curled up from 
her forehead. Then he released her, pain reminding him 
of his wrenched shoulder. 

She stepped, hack gazing up at him with a confused little 
smile, checks suddenly glowing, then she sobered. ‘Do you 
suppose this animosity is directed at me ... as it was at 
Neva, and you are involved because you’ve been looking out 
for me?’ 

He frowned thoughtfully: ‘1 doubt if anyone guesses I have 
been especially looking out for you. Yet it’s conceivable. The 
same evil which overtook Neva could be directed at you, as 
well. Does that bring us back to Hodack, who might have 
dropped my lighter out in the stable?’ 

‘He was at the fossil beds, too, Brice.’ 

‘Where was Dexter Halton?’ 

‘He drove away to his ranch, or at least, that’s where he 
said he was going.’ 

‘Did you talk to Isabelle?’ 

She nodded. ‘Isabelle sees nothing, hears nothing, knows 
nothing. You simply can’t get past that apathy.’ 

’Could that apathy be a mask of terror? Fear of someone, 
Hodack maybe?’ 

‘I do believe she’s hiding something, and that blank stare 
could be masking fear, but what can we do? I heard Sheriff 
Cheyney talking to her again while she was mixing up one 
of those awful powdered drinks for him and Deputy Baird, 
and he got exactly nowhere. She certainly isn’t as stupid as 
slic’d like us to believe, and I think the Sheriff suspects it.’ 

‘I’m going after Hodack tonight,’ he declared. ‘About that 
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lighter. I’ll get him alone somehow. When will the electric 
light* be back on, do you know?’ 

She shrugged helplessly. ‘Hodack says it’s sometimes days 
before what weak power line we have is restored,’ she swung 
towards the door. ‘I’d better get back down to the kitchen 
before dinner is completely ruined.’ 

A few minutes after she’d gone there was another knock on 
the door, as he was struggling painfully into a fresh shirt, and 
he shouted again for his visitor to enter. This time it was 
Leo Slade, his thin hawk face looking sharp and concerned. 

‘Hodack said a rock fell down on you out there at the fossil 
beds. Where did it happen?’ 

Kilburn described the place and Slade shook his head. 
‘Those beds are not the safest region in the world, that 
crumbling sandstone . . . There’s been other accidents, people 
have fallen into the pits. I’m sorry I didn’t know about what 
happened and lend a hand in bringing you back. Hadn’t you 
ought to see Doc Wall at Taura?’ 

‘It isn’t that serious, and the gash doesn’t need stitching.’ 

The man appeared sincere, his eyes under their hooded 
lids expressing, so far as Kilburn could judge, nothing except 
consternation. ‘Thanks for coming in, Slade.’ 

The station owner turned at the door. ‘It’s a damned shame 
the trip was ruined for you, bad enough for all of us to be 
holed up here in the Rising Wolf until it pleases Cheyney 
to let us go. I’ve got a screw-loose ex-prospector running the 
station and he may wind up killing what business I’ve built 
up.' 

‘Why do you have to stay here, Slade?’ 

‘It’s Chcyncy’s idea. Maybe he thinks Callie needs looking 
after,’ he waved a hand. ‘See you at dinner.’ 

The horror of the Modoc room had worn oil to the extent 
that when he came downstairs Kilburn found nearly everyone 
except Prentice who was not in evidence, holding a drink, but 
they were sipping them in the lounge. Neil had obviously had 
more than one, for his tongue was a little thick when he 
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talked. Hodack was still behind the bar and mixed Kilburn a 
whisky-soda. The man’s opaque black gaze lifted to his taped 
head then dropped to the glass in his hand. 

‘I hope that injury ain’t serious, Mr. Kilburn.’ 

Thanks, I think I'll live.’ 

Callie caught his arm then and drew him out to the 
lounge. She wore tight citron-yellow pants with a low-cut 
over blouse, and her smooth skin gleamed like burnished 
copper. 

‘For heaven’s sake, come out and talk to me. Brice. This 
morgue is getting on my nerves. While you men were out 
digging for old hones in the fossil beds I’ve been reading all 
last year’s magazines. This is almost as bad as Yellow Cloud. 
Out there I sec lively tourists at least.’ 

She gazed up at his bandage and shook her head. ’Leo 
said a rock tumbled down on you. I’m terribly sorry,’ she 
seemed about as relaxed as a charged wire. ‘Sheriff Chcyncy 
asked me a lot of questions while you were gone.’ 

‘What was there left to ask, for the love of pete?’ 

‘Oh, he wanted to know how well I knew everyone: Isabelle, 
Josie Jensen, Hodack, and,’ her voice faltered, ‘Dcx Halton. 
Of course he knew the rest of you were all strangers to me. He 
and Deputy Baird were in the Modoc room a long time too. 
I overheard the Sheriff say a strange thing.’ 

‘What was that?’ 

‘He said: "The woman seems to have had no past.” They 
drove off only a little while ago, but they left another State 
policeman,’ she tilted up her glass and finished her drink 
quickly, then gave a little shiver as though suddenly cold. 
‘They act as though they—expect another murder.’ 

The missing knife flashed to Kilburn’s mind, but he said 
reasonably: ‘The police undoubtedly believe someone here 
at the inn was the murderer of Neva or they wouldn’t be 
keeping us all here under surveillance.’ 

Her cherry-coloured gaze darted to Halton who had just 
walked out from the bar with Hodack. She said resentfully: 
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‘I can’t see why they keep Leo here, he couldn't possibly 
know anything. He was at Yellow Cloud, and he should be 
there now.’ She drifted with apparent casualness over to the 
rancher. 

’Did you know Brice Kilburn had an accident out at the 
fossil beds, Dcx?’ 

Halton’s blue gaze rested frowningly on Kilburn's taped 
head. ‘He did? That sure was too bad.’ He didn’t inquire what 
the accident had been. Dust powdered his clothes and there 
were lines of fatigue about his hard mouth, as though he’d 
put in a gruelling day. It was a long drive to the Bar Grey 
and back. 

‘A boulder fell off the cliff and a rock struck him,’ Callic 
explained. 

‘Sounds like a mighty close call, you sure could have been 
done in, Kilburn.’ 

‘ Hie thought has forcibly and unpleasantly occurred to 
me.' 

Halton moved away. He was obviously . . . and naturally 
enough trying to avoid Callie, though he hadn’t exactly 
fought off her attentions before her husband showed up. 

Prentice came lumbering down the stairs, still wearing the 
beautific smile of the successful explorer, and Slade lounging 
at the open door in the breeze which had sprung up turned 
to talk with him. 

Through the dining-hall doorway Kilburn could sec Josie 
slamming plates on the table with careless abandon, and 
Tanis, checks cnchantingly pink from the hot kitchen, arrang¬ 
ing silver. The fragrance of fresh coffee floated out to them. 

There were clouds tonight charged with sullen fire, rolling 
over the transparent azure of the sky above the rimrock. The 
glow flared into the old dark room gilding the faces of its 
occupants. In an atmosphere still weighed with a kind of dull 
horror the gleaming masks shone weirdly sinister. Tonight 
the loneliness of the canyon inn with its bloody memories 
was heavily oppressive to Kilburn. 
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Josie appeared in the doorway, red hair suddenly in flame as 
the unearthly sunset light suffused her. She beamed to them 
as though she had tremendously joyful news to impart, but 
there was absolutely nothing behind the pale blue eyes, a 
curious emptiness in the big, heavily powdered face. 

'Dinner is on the table, folks. Hope you all like meat loaf,' 
she gave a bray of laughter. 

The State Trooper, a stocky dark young fellow, slipped in 
for dinner, talked to no one, but kept an alert eye on the 
room. He finished before they did, avoided Josie’s elephantine 
blandishments, made a quick tour of the building and re¬ 
turned to his solitary vigil outside—for whatever that was 
worth. 

Kilbum decided to corner Hodack immediately after 
dinner, but when he rose from the table after lingering 
a moment in conversation with Neil, the halfbreed had 
vanished. Talking with Neil had been considerably less than 
diverting; the man was overseas again and talking shop. 

‘Man, when I get back to town am 1 going to get out of 
this grocery racket. Travelling isn’t for me, hitting the road in 
all weather. But I had to get out of the San Francisco office, 
dust was choking me. I’d worked up to a good job to, did I 
tell you?’ 

‘Yes, you told me.’ 

'Sales manager for this retail drug firm, and doing just 
fine . . . until I started driving off to Las Vegas week-ends 
to the Tables.’ 

Kilbum sighed. ‘And you began losing more money than 
you were making.' 

Neil’s brown eyes peered at Kilburn as though seeing 
him from a great distance. ‘Something like that, I got afraid 
I’d hit the skids, so I just lammed out, went up to Portland 
and landed this lousy job, but when I get out from between 
the jaws of the Rising Wolf, Man, I’m taking off for ’Frisco.’ 

He thrust a cigarette between thin lips, attempted to 
light it but his unsteady hand missed the match flame. 
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Kilburn pulled out his lighter and got it going for him. 

‘Do you know, Kilburn, I been wondering about some¬ 
thing kinda strange. Thought maybe I'd ask you . . . Could 
be important . . .' His voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. 

Kilburn was easing himself out of his chair: ‘Ask what?' 

The salesman stared at him in silence for a long groggy 
moment, then he waved a limp hand. ‘Nothing really, 
changed my mind, guess it wasn’t important.’ He rested 
both elbows on the table, propped his chin in bis hands and 
stared morosely into space, apparently having forgotten Kil¬ 
burn, who edged hastily away. 

He scouted around the inn, walked out to the empty stable, 
but the horses were grazing on the hillside and Hodack 
was nowhere about. Later he’d go to the manager's room 
and have his heart to heart talk with him. Getting nowhere 
was grating his nerves raw. 

The canyon was cold dead grey with shadow when he 
walked back to the inn, yet he knew that out beyond the rim- 
rock and the gaunt shoulders of the Rising Wolf the sage hills 
swept away in weltering gold tinder the open sky. He had a 
moment of claustrophobia. 

Tanis was sitting dejectedly on the back steps of the porch, 
a tea-towel trailing from her fingers. Isabelle stood nearby 
leaning against a porch pillar, staring unsceingly up at the 
darkening slopes. 

‘We’re hone tired,’ Tanis informed him as he came up to 
them. ‘How these girls ever managed alone I’ll never know.’ 

‘There never were so many people here for dinner,’ Isabelle 
said listlessly. 'The crowds came only Saturday nights— 
mostly to drink.’ She flung out a slim hand and shrugged. 
‘Wiry should anyone come into the Karno Canyon? There’s 
nothing here . . . only the river and the long shadows.’ 

That was a lengthy speech for Isabelle. He hastened to take 
advantage of it. ‘You don’t like it here, Isabelle?’ 

She answered after a prolonged silence: ‘It’s better than 
living in a two-room cabin on the Circle T.' 
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‘Your husband is employed on the Circle T, isn’t he?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

He made his tone casual: ‘Did you like working for Mrs. 
Blanchard?’ 

Her eyelids drooped, ‘She was no worse cookin’ for than the 
women on the ranches where I’ve worked. It don't matter; 
you do your work.’ 

'What will you do when Tanis returns to Seattle? Go back 
to the Circle T?’ 

Isabelle turned. ‘Perhaps.’ She slipped back into the kitchen 
where Josie was singing loudly off-key. banging pots and pans 
in clamorous accompaniment. 

‘And what will Josie and Hodack do,’ he said to Tanis. 
'When you leave?’ 

‘Leave? How am I going to get away?’ The girl who had 
once appeared so cool and remote seemed now like a small 
pathetic child drooping there on the steps the breeze drift¬ 
ing tendrils of dark hair across her eyes. She brushed them 
aside and waved the tea-towel as an invitation for him to sit 
down. ‘I’ve got this huge old inn on my ineffectual hands. 
What will I do with it? I’m trapped,’ she shivered. ‘And now 
night is coming on, another night. Brice, did I tell you that 
Neva’s car was broken into?’ 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 


Kilbum echoed the girl’s words: Neva’s car broken into? 
When?’ 

'I don’t know. It’s parked out near the stable, and I haven’t 
been near it until late this afternoon. I was on my way out 
to check on the horses and glanced in thinking I’d probably 
sell it since I have my own car and Uncle Elliot’s Buick. The 
wing window had been knocked out, the cushions were all 
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disarranged, and the glove compartment door hung open,’ 
she shrugged helplessly. 'I have no idea what Neva kept in 
her car, so if anything was stolen there’d be no way of my 
knowing.’ 

‘Somebody is keeping active—for some unhealthy reason.’ 
He stared through the violet dusk towards the weathered 
buildings crouching against the sage slopes. ‘What could have 
been in that station-wagon, or supposedly, was in there that 
someone might want? Hid you tell Cheyncy? He examined 
the car, of course, immediately after the murder.’ 

She nodded. I told him and he went out right away after 
checking a list of things in his notebook with me. There were 
sun glasses, driving gloves, a compact, some maps, packs of 
cigarettes, things like that in the glove compartment. A red 
sweater hung over the back of the seat. She’d never have left 
anything valuable in the car.’ 

Not when she had a safe in the Modoc room,’ he agreed. 
‘How about the boot?’ 

‘The lock had been broken and things were tumbled about. 
There were blankets, a shovel and jack, a few other car tools— 
and one strange tiling, Brice.’ 

‘What was that?’ 

‘A white leather suitcase filled with clothing had been 
wrenched open and the prettiest dresses you ever saw were 
scattered about. But the Sheriff said nothing was missing.’ 

The door behind them banged open and Josie charged out 
with a basin of soapy water which she flung in the general 
direction of a tub of pink geraniums. ‘Soapy water’s good 
for flowers,’ she informed them. ‘My, ain’t this a nice 
evening?’ 

There’s some clouds, Josie,’ Kilbum pointed out. ‘Does 
that indicate rain?’ 

She snorted. ‘Never rains in August—less it.’s one of them 
cloudbursts . . . then look out I We could have maybe a flash 
flood down the Karno.’ 

Kilbum cased his back against the porch pillar. ‘Josie, 
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where did you go this afternoon—while we were at the fossil 
beds?’ 

She dropped the basin on a bench beside the door, slapped 
both big hands on big hips and met his inquiring gaze with 
a wide smile. 'Oh, I just drove out the canyon and after 
awhile went on to Taura. I got a friend in the garage there. 
He bought me a coke.’ 

‘Did that take all afternoon?’ 

The smile faded, and the lavishly rouged mouth turned 
sullenly down. ‘1 ain’t got no fancy watch, and I got a right 
to have an afternoon off. This is a dead place here now for 
sure,’ she wiped her hands on her soiled white apron and flung 
herself back towards the screen door. 

Tanis gave Kilburn a wry smile, rose to her feet and fol¬ 
lowed the red-haired woman back into the kitchen. 

Halton was restless. He paced the lounge and the bar 
parlour with quick impatient strides, smoking, talking to 
no one, though Callic prowling in and out from the veranda 
watched him with tigerish eyes, as edgy as he was. Now 
and again she switched on the transistor radio, listened to 
thin strains of music which seemed to drift from another 
planet — then turned it oil. 

Hodack failed to appear during the evening. Neil nursed a 
drink on the veranda in the darkness, and Slade yawned over 
an old newspaper by the oil lamp on the lounge table. 
Kilburn found himself a victim to Prentice, who made his 
ponderous way to his side and began a long, one-sided dis¬ 
course on fault scarps in the earth, dead lakes, fossil bones, 
and the basalt lava of the region which had issued from 
fissures during the Miocene period millions of years ago, he 
declared reverently. 

‘The bones were buried there in Oligoccne times, now just 
think of that!’ 

Kilburn roused, thought about it and blinked. ‘You don’t 
say.’ 

Prentice beamed at him and ploughed earnestly on: ‘I 


SEVEN CUESTS OF FEAR I35 

have found two species of fossil maple leaves and one of 
walnut, but when 1 reach Africa . . 

‘Africa?’ Kilburn stifled a yawn and groped in his pocket 
for cigarettes. 

‘Yes,’ the geologist’s tone was hushed. ‘1 am going to 
South Africa where there are thick deposits of glacial still 
belonging to the Permian system. I hope, I dare believe, 1 
may find some silicificd bryozoans. I have been planning this 
trip for years and will write up my discoveries for my 
magazine. There are other rich regions in Europe I shall 
visit also.’ 

They were seated side by side on the brown leather divan 
and Prentice rested both hands on his heavy knees, staring 
unsceingly at the polished oak of the registration desk. ‘Do 
you know it was only an accident which brought me down 
into the Kamo Canyon. I just happened to turn into this 
road. I’d read of fossil beds and rare agates in this region, 
but I didn’t take the stories seriously. I—I hate,’ his voice 
faltered apologetically, ‘what has happened—and yet if I 
hadn’t been held up here I wouldn’t have had the opportunity 
to make some valuable discoveries.’ 

Well, at least somebody was happy over being a prisoner 
at the Rising Wolf. Everyone else was wandering about with 
obviously frayed nerves and appeared to be suffering from 
night-induced moods of anxiety. Kilburn climbed to his 
feet. He’d waded long enough in the black dust of depress- 
ingly remote ages. 

‘Well, I hope you get to Africa.' 

‘Oh, I shall get there, but a year’s absence takes prepara¬ 
tion. The time seems right to go.' Prentice’s prominent blue 
eyes blinked and beheld again the lamp-lit lounge, and he 
added: ‘Just as soon as I am permitted to leave this inn.’ 

Kilburn’s eyes roved from face to face. They all wanted 
something. . . . Prentice wanted to search for fossils in 
Africa, Hodack wanted the Inn of the Rising Wolf, Callie 
wanted Halton and to get away from Yellow Cloud. Slade, 
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what did that lean taciturn man want? Peace, desert quiet to 
forget his harassed yesterdays? Josie Jensen yearned for 
excitement—even a nice funeral to break the deadly mono¬ 
tony of her life. Isabelle Cronin wanted to get away from the 
mean cabin on the Circle T—and possibly her husband. What 
did Halton want? Callie? Perhaps. He was a wealthy cattle¬ 
man, he had everything a man could desire, and yet he 
sought this inn in the lonely Kamo Canyon every Saturday 
night. Why? And what did Harvard Neil want? Bored, 
jittery, dependent on liquor, probably Neil wanted only to 
give up travelling and get back into the excitement and 
activity of a big city business office. 

Then there was Tanis. What were her secret longings, if 
any? She had needed money to complete her college educa¬ 
tion. She had passionately desired her beloved uncle's happi¬ 
ness, and had been driven to come, unwelcome and unin¬ 
vited, to visit her uncle's widow to assure herself—fantastic¬ 
ally enough—that he had not been murdered. Under that 
lovely wistful exterior Tanis had been a seething volcano 
of pent up emotions. Now, with money destined to be hers, 
she only appeared crushed by the weight of sudden responsi¬ 
bilities, bewildered as any normal young girl would be. None 
of these persons’ hypothetical wants seemed to touch the 
mysterious life of Neva Blanchard. 

The muted strains of dance music from the radio Callie 
had defiantly turned on again followed him up to his room. 
No television, no electric lights, no corner tavern or cheery 
restaurant—unwilling dwellers in a narrow, cliff-bound world, 
guarding their secrets. 

It was going on midnight when he laid down his Photo¬ 
graphers’ Journal and walked down the dark hall to Hodack’s 
room. He tapped lightly on the door, and when there was no 
response turned the knob and entered, the pale beam of 
his flashlight preceding him into the dim room. 

'Hodack, it’s Kilburn. I want to talk to you.’ 

The white ray swept the room, lingered on the unrumpled 
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green plaid counterpane of the bed, on unoccupied chairs. 
The room was empty. He didn’t believe Hodack made a 
practice of sleeping in the horse stable, but he returned to 
the corridor and halted, debating, at the top of the stairs. 
The lounge below lay in charcoal gloom. Everyone seemingly 
had returned. He’d go out to the stable and rout out the 
man, since that appeared to be the only way he could catch 
him alone. 

He thrust out a foot to descend—and a sudden slight sound 
reached his ears, a dull scraping. He switched off the torch. 
In the supposedly empty room someone had stumbled against 
a chair or a table. Whoever it was they were not using any 
light. Was the uncommunicative Isabelle prowling the lower 
regions again—to check the ice box, the stove or some other 
unlikely object in the kitchen? Whoever it was, they were 
not moving openly to indicate what they were about at this 
late hour. 

His soft moccasins made no sound as he descended the 
stairs. At their foot he glimpsed a figure, an unidentifiable 
shadow slipping down the narrow hall leading to the hack 
stairway, moving with such silence and stealth it must surely 
he motivated by some secret purpose. ‘I’m right behind you, 
Ghoul, let’s see where this little midnight stroll leads you.’ 

As he advanced to the passage he made out the shapeless 
form slipping ahead of him in the stone-dark greyness. Then 
suddenly it vanished! 

Kiiburn rocked back on his heels. Vanished where? He was 
standing in the narrow corridor behind the registration desk, 
facing the back staircase. There were two doors on his left and 
he moved down to them. Holding his flash like a weapon in 
readiness he rested a hand on an old-fashioned iron latch and 
pulled the door open. It made no sound. The musty odour 
of old wood and cardboard greeted him, and confronting him 
were shelves extending from floor to low ceiling. They were 
piled with old magazines, cans of oil polish, bottles, boxes— 
the incredible assortment of articles overflowing closets in 


•3 8 SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 

every household. Plainly his phantom could not have dis¬ 
appeared among those shelves. He closed the door, moved 
on down to the next one, muscles tensing for an almost cer¬ 
tain encounter. Where could the intruder be if not behind 
that remaining door? He pulled it open. 

Velvety blackness met him. There were no shelves and he 
could dimly discern garments hanging all about. He flicked 
the switch of his light and its thin beam called forth colours 
and outlines of coats, limp dresses, cardboard boxes stacked 
on the floor . , . but it was devoid of human life. 

Suddenly his scalp prickled. A long red coat was stirring. 
Instantly he thrust his hand among its folds—and felt only 
the cool slick satin of the lining. Again and again he plunged 
his hand among the hanging garments. There was no solid 
object among them. Baffled, a surge of fury rising within 
him he stepped in among the boxes, and felt a board creak 
beneath his foot, creak and seem to give. 

His light lanced the floor and brought into relief the faded 
scrolls of a brown carpet. The carpet was crumpled. He knelt 
and swiftly ran hrs fingers over the floorboards beneath. . . . 
His hair lifted from his scalp again. There was a groove in 
the heavy planking. Climbing to his feet he stepped back, 
shoved back a box, bent and thrust both hands under the 
groove and pulled hard. A narrow strip of flooring lifted on 
silent hinges. 

He was staring into an opening uninvitingly black and 
deep. When his light probed into its depths a rude ladder was 
revealed. 

He halted then. Should he risk descending the ladder in 
pursuit of whoever had gone down, and was in all prob¬ 
ability waiting below to attack him—if they suspected they 
were being followed? Or, should he turn back and never 
know who was down there under his feet? 

He began to descend. It was logical, nearly all old inns and 
old mansions probably had some kind of secret cellar or hide¬ 
away, especially an inn whose owner was engaged in such 
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deadly activities as this robbers’ roost of Collier Brown’s, 

Beneath his weight the stout rungs of the ladder creaked 
protestingly and loudly. A penetrating chill rose to meet hitn, 
and in his nostrils was the cold smell of earth, a sour musti¬ 
ness. There was also a death like silence. In a couple of min¬ 
utes his feet touched hard-packed earth and he turned 
cautiously about, gripping hard the heavy flashlight as he 
switched on the beam. 

The ray swept a chamber perhaps four feet wide and per¬ 
haps twelve feet long. It was quite empty. Unbelievingly his 
eyes searched the walls of rough planks and rusty corrugated 
tin to which were nailed a few rude shelves black with dust 
and cobwebs. In a moment he realized the air was not com¬ 
pletely dead. Of course there would be a way of escape from 
this dungeon, which had undoubtedly been a hiding place 
for the bandit when his disappearance seemed advisable. 

Whoever had preceded him into the place had by now 
slipped out. But how? His muscles still tensed for sudden 
combat relaxed a little and he began a minute examination 
of the secret room. 

Cautiously he thrust aside with his foot the mildewed rub¬ 
bish littering the corners: sawdust, rusty nails, wood chips. 
By degrees he worked his way to the end of the chamber 
and confronted a row of splintered sagging shelves on 
which rested a few rusty tins, and old bottles, the latter re¬ 
grettably quite empty of the Old Crow guaranteed pure 
whisky they had once contained. So far as he could determine 
there was no way for anyone to depart from the cellar except 
by the way he had come down. 

In the darkness and deep absolute hush he stood rigid, 
listening, arms hanging, the torch burning a gold circle on the 
dirty floor. His eyes dropped to it and as he lifted his hand 
a brown object was spotlighted. He bent and picked up what 
appeared to be a very old, grimy leather cartridge case. He 
shook it and it rattled. 

Carefully, for the leather was rotting, he lifted the flap. 





140 SEVEN CUESTS OF FEAR 

felt inside and drew forth a blackened lump. An electric 
current of excitement shivered through him, and when he 
scratched the crusted exterior with a nail a dull gleam re¬ 
warded him. It was sure enough a gold nugget. There was 
something else in the case. His lips twitched in an ironical 
smile to find his fingers shaking as he drew out a slip of 
frayed green paper. No, not paper, a ten dollar bill limp 
and stained from much fingering. 

It was inconceivable that he was making a first discovery 
of this old case. It was unlikely that a number of people over 
the years hadn’t stumbled upon this cellar room. Yet, had 
they? It would be simple to miss it in so huge and rambling 
a building as the Rising Wolf where nooks and dttsky corners 
and old closets were numberless. However, someone had 
found it and was using it now, a fact to which his own 
presence in the place testified. 

His eyes were playing him tricks. He could swear the 
wall before him was swaying. He lifted his torch. The shelves 
appeared to he swinging slowly towards him. Perhaps the 
close air was making him dizzy. He reached out and grasped 
one of the shelves . . . The entire wall swung out against him. 

He sprang back, staring into cold darkness. When his light 
probed it, there nailed flat against another wall was a second 
ladder—the escape route for Collier Brown—and also for 
the shadowy figure he’d been following, who in his haste to 
depart, had not firmly enough closed the wall of shelves. 

He slipped the cartridge case into his pocket, stepped out 
and cautiously mounted the ladder. 

In a moment chill fresh air rushed down to him. At the 
same instant his head struck with violent force on something 
above him. Half stunned, his already injured head beginning, 
to pound furiously, he thrust up a hand. It was the trap 
door to the secret room, and it was stone heavy. It required 
all his strength to lift the massive wedge of plank. 

The door lifted into purple gloom faintly suffused with 
grey, but when he groped about he felt boards still above 


SEVEN CUESTS OF FEAR 14I 

him so low he was forced to wriggle out flat on his stomach. 
He began an alligator crawl. 

Where the devil could he be? Not far from the inn cer¬ 
tainly, for the chamber below him had been only a few feet 
long. Of course, he must be underneath the rear porch. 

Now his light was needed again to find his way out, for the 
veranda like the one at the front extended the entire length 
of the inn. 

For an interminal period of time he crawled and scraped 
along awkwardly over dust, cobwebs and gritty sand until at 
last his beam circled a cut in the logs. When he pushed an 
inconceivably narrow escape door swung open. 

Standing at last upright under the misty stars, he drank 
in gratefully great draughts of cool sweet air, and he realized 
then how lirmly he’d had to hold panic in check for fear he'd 
be trapped somewhere in the mysterious secret passage. It 
was unfortunate his was not an adventurous spirit. Why 
had the phantom he’d been following descended into the 
chamber? The old cartridge case in his pocket containing 
the gold nugget and a tattered bill was certainly not the 
answer. 

The answer, however, was simple. Booty belonging to 
Collier Brown must have been hidden in the secret cell, or 
someone believed that it was, or, it had been there and long 
since removed or stolen. 

Who in the Rising Wolf would be most likely to cherish 
this belief, and to search and find a secret chamber? Kilburn 
could think of only one or two persons: one who felt he 
possessed somehow spiritual ownership of the inn—Hodack 
Evans. The other Leo Slade. 

Where now was Hodack? The moon was dark and starlight 
alone frosted with faint silver the gaunt walls of the old 
inn, and the unstirring leaves of the cottonwoods. Swiftly he 
crossed the yard and headed for the stable, the long grasses 
protesting with dry whispery voices as his feet ploughed 
through them. 
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The stable was empty, both of horses and man. When he 
emerged from the hay-scented stalls he made out the two 
bays resting beyond the corral, presumably enjoying the 
August night. 

He swung back towards the house, following the split rail 
fence, then cut across to the front veranda. Suddenly there 
were footsteps immediately behind him, a flare of light 
blinded his eyes and an iron hand grasped his shoulder. 

He spun around, lifting his flashlight with savage deter¬ 
mination to crush a skull . . . 

‘What arc you doing out here?’ 

The voice fell like chips of granite. In the pallid light he 
made out the dark uniform and rocky features of the State 
Trooper. In his fierce preoccupation with Hodack, Kilburn 
had forgotten the police. He hesitated, debating just how 
truthful his explanation should be. 

The iron grip tightened. ‘I asked you what you were doing 
out here?’ 

‘I heard someone prowling out in the upper hall. Officer, 
and I followed him, but he disappeared. Did you see anyone 
else out here?’ 

‘No. Which way did you come out?' 

‘By—the back door.’ 

‘And I suppose you locked the door behind you—after you 
came out?’ 

‘Well, no, I . . .’ he stopped, already regretting the lie, yet 
unwilling to confide in the suspicious young Trooper. 

‘The back door is locked now, so you’d better think up a 
better explanation. What’s your name?' 

Kilburn told him, and he could practically hear the man 
mentally checking over the memorized names of the Inn’s 
occupants. 

‘Brice Kilburn, the photographer?’ 

‘That’s right.’ 

‘And who was this guy you were following?’ The Trooper 
was merely testing his powers of fabrication for he wasn’t 
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believing Kilburn’s weak story. 

'I don’t know who he was, I couldn’t catch up with him.’ 
The situation was awkward and disconcerting for it termin¬ 
ated for the time being his own detective work. 

The man motioned for him to walk ahead of him around 
and up the front steps. ’Don’t leave the building,’ he ordered 
him, ‘until Sheriff Cheyney gives you authority to do so.’ 

‘Good Lord, you don’t mean I’m to be a prisoner in ibis 
building?’ 

‘That’s exactly what I do mean. Stay right inside until the 
Sheriff arrives, Mr. Kilburn.' 

It was obvious the Trooper was uncertain just what to 
do with him, or how to press his inquiry further, which was 
fortunate indeed, since Kilburn was unprepared to undergo a 
grilling. He had some hard thinking to do. 

He set to work on the thinking immediately after he 
climbed into bed. Did the secret room have anything to do 
with the murder of Neva Blanchard? Had it been used as 
as escape route by the murderer, perhaps? How confiding 
should he be with the Sheriff? Tell all—and have the Sheriff 
shake up everyone at the Rising Wolf, demanding to know 
who had been skulking down the secret passage, or should 
he keep silent and quietly continue his own investigations. It 
was his own neck he was desperately attempting to save. He 
could be arrested, of course, for withholding evidence from 
the police, if the knowledge came out . . . 

Abruptly he sat up and swung his legs over the bed. He 
shoved his feet into slippers, moved soundlessly to the door, 
and walked swiftly down the corridor. 

On Hodack’s door he knocked lightly. Silence answered 
him. He knocked again. This time to his amazement he 
heard a low surly voice: 

‘Who’s there?’ 

‘Kilburn, I want to talk to you, Hodack.’ 

Silence again, then the slow shuffling of steps. The old- 
fashioned bolt grated and the door swung open. Lamp glow 
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behind him revealed Hodack clad in a pair of pyjama pants. 
They were clean and didn’t look as though he’d been crawling 
flat on his stomach under the veranda. However, he’d have 
had time to change while Kilburn was being questioned by 
the Trooper. 

Without ceremony he pushed his way into the room and 
closed the door behind him. He drew an object from the 
breast pocket of his pyjama jacket and held it out flat on 
his palm. 

‘Did you ever sec this before, Hoclack?’ 

The man’s black gaze dropped to the article gleaming in 
the lamp light. The deep carved lines in his sallow face 
did not change. 

‘A cigarette lighter. Did you wake me in the night, Mister, 
to ask me that? No, I ain’t ever seen that before.’ 

'It’s my lighter, with my initials engraved on it, Hodack, 
and it was stolen from my room along with some other 
articles. It was found, however, in the stable—where you 
spend so much of your time.’ 

This time Hodack’s thin lips twisted and the look he gave 
Kilburn was one of smouldering rage. ‘I’ve been manager here 
for many years and no guests ever accused me of sneaking 
into their rooms and stealing anything. A hotel manager he 
has respect for the property of his guests, Mr. Kilburn.’ 

Kilburn studied him thoughtfully. There was a dignity in 
his words and manner. It was true than an hotel manager 
would normally feel too much responsibility in his position, 
and too much respect for his guests to engage in sneak- 
thievery—and Hodack was inordinately proud of being mana¬ 
ger of the Rising Wolf. 

‘Can you think of anyone who might have prowled around 
in my room?’ 

‘No one—except maybe that is . . .’ Hodack moved away 
to drop down on a chair beside the lamp table. 

‘Who have you in mind, Hodack?’ 

‘I wouldn’t accuse nobody, but sometimes Josic Jensen 
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admires things when she makes the beds and cleans the 
rooms ... I’d never say she stole a tiring, but the womins’ 
fancy things and jewellery get Josie worked up. She’d be 
the only one who had a right in your room.’ 

'I don’t believe somehow that it was Josie,’ Kilburn said 
slowly. ‘Where were you this evening, Hodack?’ 

The man straightened in his chair and stared unblinkingly 
at the wavering yellow flame of the lamp. ‘Out in the 
stable . . , with the horses.’ 

Kilburn caught him up sharply: ‘The horses were out 
on the hillside, and there was no one in the stable, for I was 
out there. You'd better come up with something better than 
that.’ 

‘I was checkin’ the inn and the grounds.’ 

‘If you’d been wandering in the grounds that sharp Trooper 
out there would have spotted you, as he did me. You’re lying 
and damn well know it.’ Kilburn advanced menacingly upon 
him. ‘You were down in the back passage.’ 

A gleam flickered suddenly in the man’s black eyes and 
his lips tightened. ‘No, I wasn’t.’ 

'I followed you, Hodack. It could have been no one else.’ 

‘Dexter Ilalton and Slade, they know this inn well.’ 

‘Not as well as you do. No one docs.’ But now uncertainty 
gripped Kilburn. The person he had been following could 
have been either Halton or Slade, rangy, active men who, 
it was true, might have discovered the secrets of the old 
inn, especially Slade, wanting to buy the property . . . Could 
he have been the one who dropped the cartridge case with its 
gold nugget and frayed bill? 

He had stirred some strange emotion in Hodack: there 
was a twitching of the eyelids, a flicker of the eyes. His 
thin hands were clamped rigidly about the arms of his chair. 
If the half-breed wasn’t aware of the cellar room, Kilburn 
didn’t intend to reveal it to him, yet he had to risk some¬ 
thing. 

‘I followed you down into that closet, Hodack.’ 
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The man started violently up from the chair. ‘It was 
you ... I thought it were Leo $lade. . . .’ 

‘It wasn’t Slade, I followed you and climbed right down 
after you into that black hole.’ 

Hodack stumbled to his feet, features working convulsively. 
That was Collier Brown’s treasure cell,' he exclaimed 
hoarsely. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 


The change in Hodack Evans was astounding. An over¬ 
powering agitation gripped the man. He shook from head to 
foot. That room—was Collier Brown’s hidin’ place . . . 
he . . .’ 

‘Who beside you knows about that room?’ Kilburn de¬ 
manded. 

The man suddenly went still. His voice dropped: ‘No livin’ 
soul except me knows the secret—and now,’ his eyes narrowed 
to glittering slits, 'you.’ 

‘Did you find Brown’s treasure, Hodack?’ 

Hodack flung Iris arms wildly about. ‘No, no I’ he cried 
harshly. There was nothin’, nothin’ down there. All these 
years—that room has been empty. Long ago it vanished— 
loot Collier Brown and his gang stole and hid—the gold 
nuggets, jewels, money, everything . . . g one’ 

Kilburn did not necessarily believe him, yet he asked: 
‘How long have you known about the room, and how did 
you find it?’ 

The inn manager studied him. He evidently decided Kil¬ 
burn looked both grim and dangerous, which was how he 
felt after his adventure in the dank cell beneath them. He 
wanted some answers and while he considered himself a 
peacable fellow he was quite sure he could wring Hodack’s 
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neck without the slightest compuction. Hodack answered his 
question slowly, reluctantly: 

'No one would guess the room was there, because there’s 
another cellar, a dug-out, underneath the kitchen where 
women stored food to keep it cool in the old days. I’ve hunted 
for some hidin' place of Collier Brown’s most of my life. I 
knew Collier Brown inusta had one. 1 never found it She 
did." 

Kilburn started. ‘She?’ 

'That woman, yes, Mrs. Blanchard, she discovered it. Those 
green eyes could pierce a wall, they could. I don’t know how 
she found it. One night I sec her go into that closet . . . She 
didn t come out. I waited—a long time, she never come out.’ 
Hodack began to pace the floor, arms flaying the air, face 
contorted with fury. 

‘Go on, Hodack.’ 

‘She never walked out of that closet, Mister. Then later she 
was just there in the kitchen makin’ herself a cup of coffee, 
anti 1 was sure there must be a passage. One day she drives 
off to Taura with Isabelle, and nobody else was around 
and I begin a search of that closet. Under the rug I find the 
trap door, and after a long time the way out again I never let 
her know I had the secret too—of that room down there.' 

‘Do you think Mrs. Blanchard found stolen boory of Collier 
Brown’s down there?’ 

The man halted, eyes blazing. ‘How would I ever know? 
The place was empty.’ 

That was Hodack’s story. And that was all Kilburn was 
going to get out of him, he could see that. He managed a 
casual shrug. ‘Well, if the room’s empty, who cares whether 
it’s there or not?’ 

Hodack drew a quick hissing breath, which Kilburn diag¬ 
nosed as intense relief. ‘Yes, yes. of course, nobody would 
care.’ 

As lie crossed the threshold of his own room he fancied 
he heard the whisper of a sound behind him, a muffled foot- 
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fall, but when he spun around the hall was empty. 

He returned to bed but not to sleep. The more he thought 
about his conversation with Hodack, the graver he became. 
The inn manager was under terrific mental stress, despite his 
obvious efiorts at impassivity. For years he had been search¬ 
ing for a treasure he fiercely cherished the belief Collier 
Brown had hidden somewhere about the Rising Wolf, un¬ 
doubtedly convinced it belonged to him since Elk Evans, his 
father, had worked for the outlaw. Neva Blanchard in her 
ruthless housecleaning perhaps, had found the trap door and 
the lost passage. What else had she discovered? Hodack 
would never know, yet he would suspect, or supposing he did 
know that she had stumbled upon the ill-gotten gains of 
Brown? 

It was a chilling thought. The logical conclusion to that 
line of speculation was that Hodack had approached the 
woman concerning tire treasure—and when she either denied 
there was any, or ordered him from the inn—he killed her. 

Everything fell into place. Until the Blanchards had taken 
possession, the inn had slumbered solitary in the desert sun 
and winter storms, explored hurriedly now and again by 
passing travellers. It had probably been only half run by 
former innkeepers during the period it was occupied, for it 
must have been in a sad state of disrepair when Dr. Blanch¬ 
ard brought in his carpenters. Only Hodack had haunted the 
old building, cherishing the tales of its bloody past. 

Where was the treasure, if Hodack had killed his employer 
for its possession? Did one actually exist? He may have 
murdered in vain, convinced the woman was lying, if perhap 
in all truth she denied ever having found it. 

How much should Kilburn tell the Sheriff? He dropped 
into a restless slumber which deferred any decision. 

Chcyncy made his appearance while Kilburn was eating 
breakfast. He considerately waited until everyone else had 
finished their hotcakes before suggesting Kilburn should join 
him in the empty bar parlour. 
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The Sheriff’s black eyes looked heavy lidded, but he was 
spruce and alert. The man might be a country sheriff but he 
was no fool, and he wouldn’t be easy to deceive. 

“Collins tells me he found you wandering around the 
grounds last night, Kilburn. Did you have any particular 
reason for being out there?’ 

‘Yes, I heard someone in the upstairs corridor and I 
followed him down to the lower floor—where I lost him. So I 
went outside to look around.’ 

‘Just where on the lower floor did you lose this someone ?’ 

Kilburn hesitated, stared at the row of glittering bottles 
ranged against the mirror, cursing himself for not being a 
more convincing liar. 

Cheyncy drew a battered pack of cigarettes fom the pocket 
of his dusty uniform jacket, leaned against the bar and 
thrust a cigarette between his lips, eyes never leaving Kil- 
burn’s face, the hard planes of his face expressionless. 

‘I lost him by the back stairs.’ 

‘Him?’ 

It was no use, the Sheriff had guessed he knew more than 
he was telling. Little by little he drew it out of him. 

'It was Hodack Evans and I followed him down into a 
hidden room below the inn.’ 

A little of the fatigue left Cheyney’s face. He withdrew the 
cigarette from his mouth, expelling blue smoke slowly. ‘I 
always thought there ought to be a secret hole here some¬ 
where. Go on.’ 

With violent misgivings Kilburn told all. He’d probably 
ruined his chances of ferreting out Hodack’s secret, yet Chey- 
ney might not arrive at the same conclusion he had. When 
he had finished the Sheriff shrugged. 

‘It’s surprising Hodack hasn’t located the place before. He’s 
been around the Rising Wolf whenever he had a chance ever 
since he was a kid. I’ve heard. But if there had been any¬ 
thing of value down there it would have been found long ago 
by Collier Brown’s own cut-throats. This inn has been well 
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combed down the years.’ 

‘Yet Hodack swears no one until the last year ever knew of 
the cellar passage.' 

‘Well, nobody’s ever hung around here long enough to pull 
up every plank, of course.’ Cheyncy reached for his wide 
hat lying on the bar top. ‘You can show me the place, then 
I’ll talk to Hodack.’ 

Kilburn supposed he’d done his duty. So far as he was con¬ 
cerned Hodack was the murderer of Neva Blanchard, yet it 
had to be proved. 

They emerged from the musty dug-out the same way they 
had gone down—in the closet instead of beneath the porch. 
Cheyney seemed unimpressed by the narrow cell, although he 
examined it practically inch by inch. He carefully replaced 
the oblong of heavy rug over the trap door, nodded to 
Kilburn, and strode away ostensibly to have his interview 
with Hodack. 

Kilburn felt the need to talk to Tanis, and while he 
waited for her to Gnish her work walked out to the veranda 
into a morning so still a breath of wind would surely shatter 
like glass the transparent azure air. Sunlight plated gold 
rimrock and canyon walls, not a leaf quivered on the cotton¬ 
woods along the river. The warm spice of the geraniums 
flourishing so luxuriantly in the redwood plants on the steps 
enveloped him. Murder seemed as remote as the moon. 

A puff of yellow dust far down the canyon caught his 
eyes. He watched it grow into a cloud advancing with great 
speed. Leaning against a porch pillar he waited with the 
concentrated attention of the lonely desert dweller. 

The cloud materialized into a car, a dark blue Chevrolet 
with a searchlight on top. The State Police. It swung into the 
driveway and pulled up beside the green country car of the 
Sheriff. 

The screen door creaked behind him. ‘The police—or 
rather I should say more police.' It was Prentice at his 
elbow. ‘Well, the more the greater efficiency one would sup- 
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pose. That young man is certainly in a hurry.’ 

The Trooper was dashing across the grass to the veranda. 
'Where is Sheriff Cheyney?’ he demanded of them. 

Kilburn gestured towards die door. ‘Somewhere inside.’ 

The Trooper vanished within. 

Presently he appeared, the Sheriff and Baird striding be¬ 
side him. Cheyney spoke over his shoulder to Kilburn: 
‘There’s been a shooting at the rodeo over on Cayuse Creek, 
however, you won’t be alone,’ he added dryly. ‘Officer Seevers 
is still with you.’ 

‘That’s thoughtful of you.’ 

'Report anything unusual to him.’ 

The Sheriil was not taking Hodack away with him, so 
apparently he failed to share Kilburn’s opinion that the inn 
manager could be Neva’s murderer, or else he was seeking 
more evidence and hoping die murderer would betray him¬ 
self. 

'He certainly doesn’t honour us with a great deal of his 
time,’ observed Prentice with heavy humour. 

‘It's a big country,’ Kilburn said, ‘and Slade told me they 
have only four depudes to cover it, so I suppose that’s why 
the State Police step in to help out.’ 

‘I can’t say I think they’re helping very much,’ Prcnricc 
tamped tobacco into his pipe, ‘wandering around the premises, 
drinking uncountable cups of coffee, and taking catnaps in 
the shade.’ 

They watched the two cars speed away up the canyon. 

Prentice squinted at the burnished sky. ‘What will you do 
this fine day, Kilburn, take more photographs of this famous 
territory for your shops?’ 

‘There’s not much else to do.’ Kilburn contemplated the 
empty day, thinking bitterly despite his casual remarks, of 
Cheyney leaving Hodack perfectly free to slip away. 

‘I suppose, Prentice, you’ll be out somewhere digging for 
old hones in the devil’s quarries.’ Harvard Neil had drifted 
out from the house. ‘What’s that damned Sheriff doing any- 
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how? Waiting for somebody to break down and confess?’ 

The enforced quiet of the desert days bad failed to relax 
Neil or improve either his disposition or appearance. His 
skin still had a tinge of grey and he moved uncertainly with 
an abstracted air. ‘Why doesn’t the idiot let us all go and 
look us up if he thinks he needs us?’ 

Prentice chuckled: ‘He’d have to look pretty far for me. 
1 plan to be in Africa. I suppose that’s why he doesn’t let us 
go. We'd scatter and it would cost time and money to round 
us up again for more questioning.’ 

Kilburn turned hack into the lounge. Tension and a slow- 
burning anger was mounting within him at the lack of 
activity to end this frustration of being unable to pin Hodack 
down. He supposed he could hike up Three Devils Gulch 
and shoot a few pictures. 

‘Heaven’s, how fiercely you’re scowling, Brice!’ 

He glanced up to sec Tanis running down the stairway. 
She wore slim blue pants with a blue-flowered blouse and 
swung a white handbag. Sunbeams slanting through the win¬ 
dows burnished her dark hair and lent warmth to her pale 
skin. She looked appealingly young and carefree until one 
noticed the blue shadows beneath her eyes, the grave mouth. 

‘Well, well, you look as though you were headed for a 
spree on the town.’ 

‘I am heading for town.’ 

His brows shot up. 

‘We're out of supplies. I’m driving to Taura to stock up, 
and I don’t know what nor how much to buy. All I have to 
go on is Neva’s order slips I found in a kitchen drawer,’ she 
flung up her hands. ‘Every day this situation grows more un¬ 
real.’ Then she gave him a mcltingly sweet smile. ‘You 
wouldn’t care to go with me, would you? It’s such a long 
drive.’ 

He promptly took her arm. ‘I’ll be delighted to go, I’m at 
a standstill here, and a change of scene may stir up the 
cobwebs in my brain.’ 
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‘I’m taking Josie along, Brice, she may be able to give 
me some advice.' 

‘Atrociously bad advice,’ 

‘I need any kind I can get.’ She drew a key case from her 
bag. ‘I’m going to take Neva’s station wagon. It’s larger than 
my car. Would you mind getting it started while I get 
Josie?’ 

He felt a certain reluctance about driving the dead wo¬ 
man’s car, but he went out, unlocked the door and slid behind 
the wheel. The great fawn-coloured Lincoln was still im¬ 
pressive though not a late model. What had the prowler 
hoped to find in this car? It was just one more of the little 
mysteries unexplained and likely never to be unless Cheyney 
intensified his efforts to solve them. 

He had a ten minute wait, then Tanis ran out alone. ‘You 
drive, Brice, I don’t enjoy driving strange cars.’ 

He stared hard at her. ‘What’s the matter? You look all 
shook up, and where’s Josie?’ 

The girl’s face was washed of colour and twin blue flames 
burned in her eyes. ‘I’ll tell you after we get started.’ 

They were well down the canyon before she spoke, but he 
didn’t press her. ‘Brice, I don’t know what to make of this: 

I asked Josie to come with us, I thought she’d like to shop 
in the Variety Store also, she leads such a horribly dull life. 
She gave me the strangest answer.’ 

‘And what was that answer?’ 

‘She said she couldn’t come because she had no money to 
spend.’ 

‘What’s remarkable about that?’ 

‘She had no money, she said, because Mr. Halton had not 
given her any money lately, and she was going to have to ask 
him for more.’ 

He swung sharply towards her. ‘Halton? Why should he 
be giving Josie Jensen money?’ 

That’s what I asked her. I thought perhaps she’d worked 
for him at one time or another, but she said she never had. 


>54 SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 

Then she seemed frightened at having let the words slip out. 
Of course, it may mean nothing, yet when I pressed her she 
admitted it was because of something she knew. What do 
you think, Brice?’ 

'I think I’ve got to have a talk with Josic.’ He said thought¬ 
fully. ‘Dexter Halton!’ 

The canyon had narrowed but there was a turn out ahead 
overhanging the green rush of the river. He drew into it 
and stopped the car. Coolness swept in to them from the 
from the water, and the slate-coloured shadows of the tall 
cliffs dropped over them. He turned so that he could study the 
girls face. It was absurd not to trust Tanis Blanchard. He 
was already more than half in love with her—yet he hesitated. 
Finally however, he said: 

‘I think you ought to know—that there’s a hidden room 
underneath the inn. I followed Hodack down into it last 
night.’ 

Her startled sapphire gaze met his. ‘A secret room ? For 
goodness sake! What did you find down there?’ 

'Nothing. But 1 strongly suspect something had been there 
—which Hodack removed—and possibly killed Neva to 
possess.’ 

Money belonging to Collier Brown!’ she cried. 

‘That’s what I’m inclined to believe.’ He told her of his 
night’s adventures. 

There surely is a curse over this terrible inn,’ she whis¬ 
pered, when he ceased speaking. ‘Why on earth didn’t Sheriff 
Cheyney arrest Hodack? How can lie possibly believe he 
didn’t kill Neva? There arc so many things against him: 
he hated Neva, he feels the Rising Wolf somehow belongs to 
him, and he does try to frighten everyone away with his 
dreadful tales. Your cigarette lighter was found out where 
he spends so much of his time, and he was at the fossil beds 
when the falling boulder nearly killed you,’ she shivered. 

Arms folded across the wheel his eyes followed the flashing 
wings of swifts circling about their nests high under the 
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cliffs. ‘Hodack knows ihc Kamo Canyon like the back of his 
hand. He could have twenty or a hundred hiding places for 
any treasure the secret room might have contained, yet unless 
we locate the outlaw’s booty—whatever it was—we can’t nail 
Hodack down. It seems practically hopeless, but I shall be¬ 
come Hodack’s shadow, and in the meantime I’ll talk with 
Josie, who may not be quite so addlc-pated as she’d like us 
all to believe.’ 

He started the car. 

While Tanis wrestled with the problem of purchasing 
groceries, Kilburn crossed over to the post office and mailed 
the rolls of film he’d been carrying around in his pocket, to 
his Vancouver store. That little chore accomplished he some¬ 
what untrustingly submitted himself to Taura’s only barber 
for a haircut, which turned out better than he’d dared expect. 
Afterwards he met Tanis for lunch at the Green Wheel. The 
restaurant had likely been in existence in the day of Collier 
Brown, and was probably very little altered. The tables were 
covered with brown-checkered oilcloth, there were crossed 
branding irons nailed to the pine walls, hat racks of deer 
antlers. Cattlemen and cowhands in plaid shirts and tight 
pants, wide hats pushed to the back of their heads, lounged 
along the counter drinking coffee and eating steak. Flies 
buzzed a lively accompaniment to the drone of conversation, 
and the warm air reeked of stale cooking grease and boiled 
cabbage. 

Tanis blinked at the plaid backs lined up at the counter. 
‘Are you sure we haven’t stepped into a Television Western?’ 

Kilburn drew back a chair for her at a table against the 
wall. ‘Did you have any trouble buying your groceries?’ 

‘No trouble at all. The grocer knew Neva well, and knew 
what supplies she was accustomed to order. It was a mar¬ 
vellous help. I suppose she created a small stir when she came 
to town; everyone knows everyone else I guess, for miles 
around.’ 

‘We sure do. Mam, in this country, know most everybody.' 
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They glanced up to sec a tall, raw-boned waitress with 
frizzy tan hair and a friendly horse-face gazing down at 
them. ‘And I sure remember Mrs. Blanchard who was mur¬ 
dered over there at the Rising Wolf. She alias came in here 
for lunch when she come to town. A real handsome lady. You 
folks from the Rising Wolf ain’t you?’ 

Kilburn admitted that they were. 

‘Well, I sure hope they find out who killed that poor 
widow woman. The last time I served her she was sittin’ right 
over at that table under the deer horns, and the man come in 
and walked up and spoke to her, and she was so spitfire 
angry I sure thought she was goin’ to ask would we throw 
him out.’ 

Kilburn was aware of a sudden thrill vibrating along his 
nerves. 'A man? What kind of man?’ 

The waitress patted her frizzy curls reflectively. ‘Tall, 
skinny fella he was, with kinda red hair. He come over from 
the grocery store.’ 

Tanis and Kilburn exchanged amazed glances. 

‘When was that? But, of course, with so many customers 
you couldn’t be expected to remember.’ 

Oh, yes, I could. I skipped right over and talked with Gord 
Cooper, the grocerman as soon as we heard about the murder. 
It was five days before she was killed.’ 

‘Mrs. Blanchard was angry with the man?’ 

Oh. just terribly furious —-at first. Then, when I marched 
over to see was he annoyin’ her and had he been drinkin’, 
she laughed and said it was all right and he sets down and 
they had lunch together but she didn’t cat hers. Do you folks 
want to order our special today? It’s corned beef and cabbage.’ 

They ordered the special and refrained from making any 
comment on this information for the time being. The waitress 
brought the steaming plates and gazed at them pityingly, 
shaking her head. ‘Hoyt Cheyney says you got to stay at the 
Rising Wolf until he knows who killed Mrs. Blanchard. I’d 
never sleep a night under that mouldy old roof. The gold is 
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long gone from the Kamo but that bloody old inn still stands 
and causes killins.’ 

Not until Taura lay behind them, like a handful of dingy- 
coloured blocks on the desert floor, did either of them speak. 
Then Tanis laid an urgent hand over Kilburn's on the 
wheel. 

‘Could that man Neva was talking to, possibly be the one 
we both think it is, Brice?’ 

'How could it be anyone else? And what would that seem 
to indicate?’ he spoke slowly, still feeling intense surprise. 

That Neva knew him before, of course, someone out of 
her past. Someone she didn’t want to see—or to have re¬ 
member her.’ 

Kilburn picked it up: ‘He travels for a grocery firm, he 
stops at the General store in Taura—and Neva is there order¬ 
ing her supplies, he recognizes her, may not have spoken to 
her there, but follows her out and into the Green Wheel and 
approaches her. Why is she so furious?’ 

‘Perhaps he’s someone she’s been trying to slip away from, 
a lover, an ex-husband, or Neva may have been in more 
lowly circumstances when she was younger and knew him 
at that time, and didn’t want anyone else to know about the 
past. There might have been a youthful indiscretion.’ 

‘All we can be certain of is that she knew him,’ he said. 
‘When she leaves—he follows her to the inn and takes lodg¬ 
ing there—to her fury, no doubt. But that wears oil, or I 
would think it did, for she treated him civilly enough—so 
far as we can judge now looking back.’ 

Tanis struck her hands together. ‘He may have been a 
desperate problem and a nuisance to her, because she was so 
terribly in love with Dexter Halton. She could have been 
fearful that he might spoil everything for her, for I do 
believe, Brice, Neva seriously considered the possibility that 
Halton would marry her. Except for Callie Slade, and she was 
already married, it wasn’t an unreasonable idea.’ 

He nodded. ‘And now we come to the deadly question: did 
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our friend have a motive for murdering Neva? If not, why 
didn’t he come forward and admit he knew her somewhere 
before?’ 

‘That seems very suspicious, and he was drinking heavily 
the night she died, Brice.’ 

Despite the heat of the desert day Kilburn felt suddenly 
cold. ‘And he’s been clutching a liquor glass ever since.’ 

‘First we have no suspects,’ she exclaimed helplessly, ‘and 
now we have Hodack, and maybe Josie Jensen and Dexter 
Halton—and Harvard Neil. Is it too far fetched to think that 
even Mr. Prentice might be something more than he pre¬ 
tends? He seems callous.’ 

‘It would take a terrific amount of study to pretend to be 
the geologist Prentice claims to be, my pet, Prentice is 
roaming a world that existed half a mllion years ago. He’s 
not really callous because he mentioned how unfeeling Josie 
appeared to be. Isabelle, the beautiful zombi intrigues me. 
Who really knows Isabelle?' 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 


Kilburn squinted through the windshield up at a sky of 
glazed indigo, but clouds were boiling up on the horizon, 
white, fantastically shaped thunderheads. He turned and gave 
the girl beside him an ironic smile. 

‘I’ve certainly a terrific talent for detective work—blunder¬ 
ing along in the deep dark with as much idea how to clear 
you or myself of Cheyney’s suspicions as I have of flying a 
space capsule to Mars.’ 

‘You discovered the secret room, Brice, and that may be 
very important.’ 

‘At the time I thought it was, hut Chcyncy took it cool. 
Where in God’s name is the man getting to anyway? He’s 
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interviewed everyone, investigated their backgrounds, I pre¬ 
sume, by radio-telephone, checked all their statements . . . 
I can’t do more than he has, I’ve no authority to interrogate 
people.’ 

‘But you have a way with you, Brice, easy and pleasant, you 
can draw information out of someone without their knowing 
it. Let’s begin again with Josic and find out why Dexter 
Halton is giving her money.’ 

His grey gaze was warm upon her. ‘The reason probably 
goes back before the murder, but that’s something we need to 
find our. Thanks, sweetheart, for those soft words. 

When at last the row of steepled dark poplars came into 
view down the canyon Tanis drew a sharp breath. ‘I’ll never 
see Lombardy poplars again without thinking of death and 
horror and I’ve always thought them so beautiful. Now they 
seem funereal.’ 

Under the blowing plum-coloured shadows the inn awaited 
them, gaunt and dark even in the topaz brilliance of after¬ 
noon. Kilbtim carried in the supplies while Tanis ran up to 
change clothes. 

After the last load he went back to lock the car, and when 
he turned away his eye caught a sudden movement in the 
screen of young poplars far down at the end of the row — a 
flutter of pink. While he gazed it materialized into the figure 
of a woman, too slight for Josie; Tanis had been wearing 
blue . . . Gilt hair caught a ray of sunlight . . . Callic Slade. 

He paused, arrested by her rigid posture. She was pressed 
close to the trunk of a tree, as though for concealment, and 
her gaze was directed intently towards the stable. Kilbum’s 
gaze followed hers. 

Near the gate to the paddock, almost hidden by the angle 
of the old building and the late afternoon shadows sliding 
down the sage slopes, two figures stood locked in close 
embrace. 

The man wore brown pants, a green plaid shirt and the 
wind ruffled blond hair . . . Kilburn swallowed hard and felt 
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his heart turn over in his breast. Was the girl in Dexter 
Halton’s arms— Tanis ? The dark cloudy hair, the reed- 
slcndcr figure . . . Then with a sharply exhaled breath he 
relaxed, surprised at the intensity of his relief to see that it 
wasn't Tanis. It was the mysterious zombi of the kitchen . . . 
Isabelle. 

Halton certainly got around: Neva, Callie, and now Isa¬ 
belle . . . and even from that distance the apathetic Isabelle 
appeared to be returning the rancher’s kiss with fervour. 

His eyes returned to the watching Callie. That little love 
scene must be a stunning shock to her. He swung about and 
walked quietly away through the side gate back to the house. 

Josic was lumbering about the kitchen humming loudly 
and pulling pots and pans from the lower cupboard with a 
hearty disregard for sensitive eardrums. Over her shoulder 
she gave Kilburn her wide toothy smile. 

‘I guess we got plenty of food for a while now. I hope Miss 
Tanis brought some sausage, sausage is just wonderful good 
with eggs for breakfast. Don’t you think sausage is just real 
tasty for breakfast, Mr. Kilburn?’ 

‘I do indeed, Josic, and I’m sure it was on her list. What 
do I smell cooking?’ 

’Beans with bacon and onions. We was that close to being 
out of food so Isabelle she cooks beans. But there’s canned 
apricots and she’s goin’ to make cinnamon coffee cake. Would 
you like a cup of coffee?’ 

Thanks, no, I’m afraid it’s too warm.’ He still suffered from 
the desert heat, but Josic in her pink polka-dot dress seemed 
unaware of the stifling kitchen. 

’We were sorry you couldn’t go along with us today, Josie. 
Wouldn’t you have enjoyed shopping a little in the Variety 
store?’ 

The big woman threw him an aggrieved glance and her 
mouth turned sullen down. ’I already spent my wages and 1 
couldn’t get no more money.’ 

He hoped he was employing psychology: ‘Wouldn’t Mr. 
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Halton give you any more?’ 

‘No, he wouldn’t, said I was gettin’ too greedy.’ 

‘Wasn’t he afraid you’d tell what you know?’ 

Josie scooped out flour from a bin near the sink, dumping 
it carelessly into a yellow bowl. ‘And 1 will too—after all I 
been keepin’ my mouth hushed long enough.’ 

He took a leap in the dark; ‘1 think you have been too, 
Josie, but then we all know about Isabelle and Mr. Halton.' 

The flour sifter dropped from her bands and flour drifted in 
a fine white cloud on the blue linoleum shelf. She turned 
startled eyes upon him. ‘You all knou >?’ With a violent gesture 
she shoved back the bowl and her face crumpled with dis¬ 
appointment. ‘Then I won’t get no more money for keeping 
my mouth shut about them.’ 

‘I'm afraid not, Josie, and you’d better tell everything you 
do know quickly before the ShcrifT arrests you for holding 
back information.’ 

‘There ain’t nothin’ to tell.’ Josie flounced over to the stove 
and gave the simmering beans a vigorous stir. ‘I just saw 
Isabelle’s bed was empty that night Mrs. Blanchard was 
killed, and I tippy-toed down the stairs and she was on her 
way to meet Dcx Halton. They come down often late at 
night to have a time in the kitchen when Mrs. Blanchard 
wouldn't know—and Isabelle’s got a perfectly good husband 
only she don’t want him no more and Dex Halton wants 
Isabelle, bur don’t want no one should know he does.’ 

‘And lie was giving you money not to tell he came down¬ 
stairs that night Mrs. Blanchard was killed?’ 

Angrily she flung the spoon wdth which she’d been stirring 
the beans down on the shelf. ‘He give me money two times 
now—’ 

‘And Halton was downstairs that night?' 

‘Sure, he was, and Isabelle too.' 

That explained Isabelle’s concern in the middle of the night 
for the kitchen burners and the ice box door. 

Light steps echoed along the porch and the woman under 
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discussion appeared at the screen door. She pushed it open 
and entered like one in a trance, black eyes still and remote. 
Her lipstick, however, was slightly smeared and the heavy 
hair dishevelled though she was smoothing it with a deliberate 
hand. 

Tanis appeared then and Kilburn gave her a smile and at 
her questioning glance a slight nod, and walked out into the 
back hall. Yes, it would have been easy enough for Halton 
to come down that rear stairway to meet Isabelle gliding 
down the front stairs, to avert suspicion. Had Neva en¬ 
countered them and raised a furious storm at discovering not 
only Callie a threat to her possible marriage to Halton—but 
Isabelle as well? 

He carried the thought further: could there have been a 
deadly quarrel, and in the heat of it Halton, or even Isabelle, 
caught up the indian pestle and killed the woman? Neva 
might have threatened to tell Isabelle’s husband. 

Suddenly now he had too many flies trapped in his web 
of suspicion, and bis only accomplishment was a state of 
complete mental confusion as he passed through the lounge 
where Hodack was polishing woodwork, his face closed and 
forbidding, and out to the veranda. Prentice was just driving 
up and presently he came ambling up the steps, his arms as 
usual laden with rocks. 

‘Thunder eggs!’ be announced triumphantly. ‘I found 
them.’ 

'What in thunder are thunder eggs?’ 

Prentice removed a glove and delicately traced an im¬ 
aginary line about one of the stones, roughly egg-shaped and 
whitish in colour. ‘Inside this rock casing clusters of spark¬ 
ling rainltow quartz crystals are hidden. After I break it 
open later on I’ll show you.' 

The grasses in the yard rustled and Callie came running 
up the steps. Kilburn forgot thunder eggs at the knife-sharp¬ 
ness of her small face. Her mouth was a thin vicious line 
and the golden eyes had the glitter of ice. She brushed 
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past them, jerked open the screen and fled inside. All Kilburn 
needed to know about Callie’s reaction to Halton’s love 
making with Isabelle was only too evident. 

Her stormy appearance gave him the opportunity to escape 
a detailed description of thunder eggs upon which Prentice 
was happily prepared to launch, and he made his way out 
to the parking lane while the geologist bore his finds proudly 
within. Right now he wanted to talk to Harvard Neil, if 
he could find the opportune moment. He’d get out his 
camera; it was helpful to wander about with one ostensibly 
looking for picturesque shots. 

He drew his keys from his pocket and walked around to 
the rear of his car and stopped abruptly. The lid of the 
boot was open a couple of inches. He sprang forward and 
jerked up the lid. The loss of his camera equipment would 
be serious. It was only too apparent that the contents of the 
trunk had been hastily ransacked. Car blankets, his rubber 
waders, had been shoved over against his fishing gear. Tackle 
box and basket rested on an overturned water jug . . . 
Abruptly he heaved a sigh of relief, the big press camera 
was there. He began a thorough search to see if anything 
was missing and discovered a small fire shovel was gone, a 
leather case containing unused rolls of film and extra flash¬ 
light batteries, and a very expensive glass fishing rod. On 
the spur of the moment he could remember no other articles 
which might have been taken. 

He picked up the unloaded camera, considering it thought¬ 
fully. He could understand anyone stealing the costly Graf- 
lex, but this small stuff . . . 

He examined the lock of die boot. It had been savagely 
hacked and broken, for it had been securely locked. It 
seemed quite unlikely that Josie Jensen would be that curious 
to explore the boot’s contents that she’d take an axe to 
pry it open, and if she had she’d hardly steal a fishing rod . . . 
Who then among the men? 

He decided as he stood there to make no mention of the 
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theft for a sudden thought had flashed to mind which would 
bear further reflection. Clouds were piling ominously high 
above the rimrock and lie had a psychic feeling that danger 
was near, that he was treading a deadly path. He closed the 
boot as well as he could and carrying the camera strolled 
with apparent casualncss hack to the inn and up to his room. 

Neva’s car also had been broken into but whether or not 
anything had been taken no one would ever know. Was there 
an old loner, perhaps a prospector, living in some miner s 
shack up in the Karno Canyon who crept out when no one 
was around and prowled the inn? There was nothing to link 
the thefts with the murder of Neva Blanchard, yet he did, 
and a nebulous idea was forming in his brain. 

The idea slowly developed while he washed and shaved 
again although too unsubstantial to be considered a theory, 
yet probably detectives had learned to investigate even such 
vague hunches. On the strength of it he sat down and dashed 
oil a letter to Mark Kinton. the manager of lus Vancouver 
store. In the morning he’d drive to Taura and post it. 

He got out a clean shirt and was combing his hair when 
the shuffle of footsteps outside the door interrupted Ins 
thoughts. Swiftly and silently he crossed the room, flung 
open the door. ... 

Harvard Neil stood in the passage, weaving a little, a glass 
in his hand, but his eyes looked unusually sharp and alert to 


Kilburn. .... 

•Havin’ a little drink before dinner. How about joinin me 
in my room? Don’t care about hangin’ ’round that damned 
bar.’ 

‘I don’t mind if I do, Neil.’ 

The salesman’s room was on the farthest corner to the 
south, his windows looking to the dark mass of the Rising 
Wolf iust as his own did. It was furnished about the same as 
his also. A liquor bottle was standing on a table littered with 
papers, cigarette packs, odd ties and assorted socks. 

Neil uncorked the bottle and dashed whisky into a glass. 
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When it was half full Kilburn held up his hand. ‘That’s fine. 

I want to be able to get down those steep stairs to dinner 
without falling on my face.’ 

’Water?’ 

‘To the brim?’ 

After a moment’s solemn consideration Neil added water 
to his own drink. The man still had a cavcd-in look about 
him, a spent weariness curiously mingled with a kind of 
fcrrity wariness, like a person reeling for lack of sleep yet not 
daring to dose his eyes. 

‘A couple more days of this heat, dust, and loafin’ around 
and I’ll be ready to cash in my chips. That chair with the 
blue cushion is the only one fit to sit in.’ 

Kilburn dropped into the chair, squinted at the dark 
amber liquid in his glass and took a tentative swallow. The 
stuff was so atrocious he wondered as the fiery fluid slid down 
his throat if he wasn’t being a fool. The whisky might be 
drugged. The thought was so melodramatic he smiled—Neil 
was drinking it also. 

‘It’s rot-gut whisky,’ Neil observed gloomily from the bed 
where he sat hunched over, elbows propped on his knees. ‘I 
bought it in Taura.’ 

Kilburn grasped his opportunity: ‘Speaking of Taura, 
Tanis and I have just returned from buying supplies at the 
big town. By the way, how well did you know her step-aunt?' 

The apparently idle question brought Neil instantly erect. 
His already grey face turned livid and his tongue slid out 
and licked his thin lips. The hazel eyes met Kilburn’s with 
a kind of sullen fear. ‘I didn’t know her.’ 

‘Come off it, Neil, I know damn well you did.’ 

The man slumped. ‘How the hell did you know?’ 

’The waitress at the Green Wheel Restaurant saw you talk¬ 
ing with Neva at least a week before her murder.’ 

Neil took a long drink, wiped his mouth with the back of 
a freckled hand and shook his head bleakly. ‘That god¬ 
damned waitress.’ 
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‘You saw Neva, recognized her and followed her into the 
Green Wheel, but she wasn’t pleased to see you.’ 

‘I’ll say she wasn’t,’ the salesman sprang to his feet and 
began to pace the floor. ‘At first 1 couldn’t believe my own 
damned eyes-—when I saw her . . . When I knew her—she 
wasn’t a brunette, and she wasn’t from Seattle, and her 
name wasn’t Neva Blanchard.' 

A thrill of excitement raced down Kilburn’s spine. ‘Well, 
for heaven’s sake who was she?’ 

‘She was Nona Carrcw, a stunning blonde, and we were 
both employed by the same drug firm in San Francisco. She 
was the book-keeper.’ 

'No wonder they couldn't find trace of her in Denver. Why 
did she change her identity?’ 

Neil stopped pacing and thrust lean fingers through his 
sandy hair, shaking his head. ‘I haven't the foggiest idea 
why she changed her name, I guess she wanted to forget the 
past. It was like this: everyone in the office liked Nona, and 
I—well, I was real gone on her, real gone, Man. For a time 
she kind of thought 1 was everything too, but there were 
other guys,’ his voice faded and pain dulled his eyes, ‘and 
one guy she fell hard for. That cut me out.’ 

‘How long did you know her?’ 

‘A little over three years. Then one day she had a quarrel 
with this wonderful guy she’d gone all out for. You see he 
was married and things got pretty hot. One day she just 
suddenly up and quit her job and left town. That was the 
last I saw of her—until that moment in Taura.’ 

‘For God’s sake, Neil, why didn’t you tell the Sheriff you 
knew her in San Francisco, that her name was Nona and she 
was a blonde?’ 

The salesman shook his head, his face working pitifully. 
‘Look, I was done in when Nona was killed—knocked out 
cold almost. I—I’d loved that gal and after we talked in that 
restaurant I had to follow her here and hang around, figuring 
that maybe there just might be a chance for me again—she 
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was a widow, and she’d once been in love with tnc. . . . But 
after awhile it got through to me about Halton . . . When she 
was—murdered,’ he swallowed hard, ‘well, I as good as knew 
that if I told what I knew Cheyney would jump to the con¬ 
clusion I killed Nona, maybe in a jealous quairel . . . Every¬ 
one would tell him she’d fallen for that big hulk of a 
rancher.’ 

He walked over and set down his glass with a small crash 
on the table and swung around on Kilburn again. ‘Is there 
any point now in telling the Sheriff 1 didn’t level with him? 
What would it solve? Nothing. No one but me knew she’d 
come from 'Frisco and had once been Nona Carrew. Her past 
has nothing to do with what happened to her.’ 

Kilburn studied him reflectively. How much of the man’s 
story could he believe? His heavy drinking, his haggard 
appearance like a man in shock could all be attributed to his 
love for Neva Blanchard. Kilburn had suspected he’d been 
interested in the young widow when he first met him. There 
was a kind of hopeless sincerity about the salesman which was 
difficult to resist, and it was unhappily true that if the police 
knew he had previously known and been in love with the 
dead woman he might have been instantly suspected of her 
death? It was also possible that he could have murdered her 
in frustrated fury over the past and her present infatuation 
for Halton. 

Kilburn finished his drink and climbed to his feet. ‘It’s 
none of my affair that you knew Mrs. Blanchard in San 
Francisco, but I’m on the spot with Cheyney about that glass 
in the murder room with my fingerprints on it, and I’m not 
trusting anyone. It’s not my place to tell the police what 
you’ve told me, but 1 think you ought to tell them.’ 

Neil flung out his hands. ‘Give me a few more days, Kil- 
bum, and perhaps I will. It’s only a matter of time before 
they find out anyway, just ns you did in Taura. For that 
matter they probably already know that Nona was a blonde. 
The coroner would recognize dyed hair.’ 
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Kilburn hadn’t thought of that. Walking back down the 
corridor he felt a need for air and made his way out into a 
world overcast with cloud. Neither the State Trooper nor his 
car were anywhere to be seen. An overpowering urge for 
exercise set him striding oil up the sage slopes behind the 
inn. A cool breeze accompanied him—and the mysterious 
presence of a dead woman. Not Doctor Blanchard’s dark 
widow but a laughing blonde girl with jewel-green eyes. This 
was the girl Harvard Neil had known—and still loved. The 
other was the sharp-voiced woman known to Hodack. Which 
one was Neva Blanchard? 

He ploughed through knee-high sage, and rabbit brush in 
rich yellow bloom and as he climbed he struck absently at 
the brittle silvery bushes with a juniper stick. Something 
caught in one of the branches was dislodged and fluttered to 
the ground as he passed. He picked it up; in desert country 
one notices everything. It was a fragment of thin cloth and 
he was about to let it drop when suddenly his gaze sharpened. 
Something stirred vaguely in his memory . . . The fragment 
appeared to have been slashed with a knife and had recently 
blown from somewhere. The air felt suddenly cold. 

Carefully he folded the bit of cloth into his wallet and 
turned back towards the Rising Wolf. He’d head for Taura 
early in the morning. He wished he could go immediately. 

This was one of the worst nights of all. The dining-room 
when he entered glowed with a lurid vermilion light flood¬ 
ing from between banked clouds. There was little conversa¬ 
tion for which he was thankful. 

Tanis came and sat beside him and he was fervently glad 
to sec her. He noticed her eyes lifting now and again to 
Callie Slade sitting as though turned to stone beside Hodack, 
her mouth a thin bitter line. Halton at the other table made 
unconcerned conversation with Neil, ignoring the girl’s blind 
golden stare. 

Josie’s voice suddenly boomed out in the brooding silence 
of the old room: ‘The police has gone, folks! I saw that 
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young fella drive away late this afternoon, and there ain’t 
been nobody come since to take his place.’ 

She handed around a plate of hot golden muffins, her big 
face looking glum and apprehensive. ‘Goodness alive! I hope 
we ll all be safe without a policeman here with his gun to 
guard us.’ 

A prolonged palpitant silence greeted her words. 

It was broken by Leo Slade who came striding in. ‘Air 
feels like there’s a storm heading this way.’ 

‘God, I hope not.’ It was Harvard Neil’s voice. He scarcely 
touched his dinner. 

Prentice seemed the only one who ate with any appetite, 
but he looked solemn. When Kilburn met his gaze he spoke 
tentatively: 

‘I don’t suppose you’d care to come out with me to the 
fossil beds again. I rather hate to go alone, but no one seems 
interested.’ 

‘I’m running into Taura in the morning, Prentice. Anyway 
the prospect of another excursion into those beds somehow 
fails to allure me—after that wild boulder.’ 

The big man nodded understandingly. ‘Of course, of 
course, how thoughtless of me. I can’t blame you, but one 
does feel they have to get away from this gloomy building.’ 

‘I’ll certainly go along with that.’ 

After dinner with Halton, Slade and Neil he smoked on 
the veranda until the night became a black shroud. Their 
conversation was as conventional as that of any vacation 
resort, as though the sinister knowledge that any one of them 
could be a murderer did not exist. 

Tanis was hovering in the upper hall when Kilburn went 
up. One hand on the railing to the third floor she was gazing 
up the narrow staircase, her face palely luminous in the 
saffron flare of the candle burning on a table in the corridor. 
In the dark-panelled passage thick with strange red shadows 
she seemed a lovely ghost, turning great startled eyes to 
him mysterious as the night. 
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He laid a hand on the slim shoulder. ‘This is a haunted 
and unsafe place to be alone at this hour.’ 

‘I—I know, but 1 saw Isabelle running up the stairs, and 
she seemed agitated. I don’t know whether to go up or not.’ 

‘Don’t go,’ he turned her firmly towards him. ‘Go to your 
own room and lock the door.’ He felt apprehension mounting 
within him. 

‘Do you know, Brice, I—I keep thinking that I almost 
know now who crashed into me that night before Neva was 
killed.’ 

He started. 'It could be dangerous to recall that person, 
Kitten. Later there’s some things I want to tell you.’ 

She closed her eyes. ‘There’s a recollection—hovering just 
beyond memory, a scent I almost capture—then it slips away. 
When it comes to me I’ll let you know.’ 

He flung open the door to her room, caught the elusive 
fragrance of her garments, felt the warmth of her body close 
against his, and took her into his arms. Her hands fluttered 
an instant like butterflies then settled and clung to him. His 
lips found the warm sweet mouth. 

After too brief a moment he let her go. ‘Don’t trust any¬ 
one but me—and I’m none too trustworthy—when you look 
at me like that.’ 

She gave a soft laugh, brushed his cheek with featherlight 
fingertips and melted into the darkness of her room. 

The sudden fire in his blood had momentarily overcome 
caution. Had anyone overheard Tanis declare she could al¬ 
most identify the person who had thrown her down in the 
hall? 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 


Immediately after breakfast Kilburn set off for Taura, under 
low-drifting clouds. The interminable wind surging in the 
open window was gratefully cool. In the shadow of the cliffs 
the river sweeping between its stony shores glistened like 
smoked pearl. Lacking blue sky and sunshine the Kamo 
Canyon was a grim desolate region. 

Somehow this incredible nightmare must end—and soon. 
How long would it take to receive an answer to the letter he 
was mailing to Vancouver? Three days, possibly four? Too 
long. He knew too much about too many people now to feel 
secure, and he feared for Tanis. Why couldn’t he telephone 
Kinton from the Taura Hotel? 

When he had his manager on the long distance wire he 
briefly explained about the murder which was detaining him 
in the vicinity, and then directed him to develop the film 
he had mailed to the shop. 

‘Kinton, I’m going to wait here in Taura until you get 
that film developed, and I’ll call back in a couple of hours. 
Blow them up and let me know if there appears to be any¬ 
thing unusual in any of those shots I took of the inn where 
I’m staying.’ 

‘I’ll get right on it, Brice,' Kinton assured him. ‘And I’ll 
stick here in the Lab until your call.’ 

He had lunch at the Green Wheel and went back to the 
hotel at the designated time to make his call. Any certainty he 
had felt that the pictures might lend a clue to the mystery 
had faded. He had nothing actually to substantiate the idea 
other than the meagre fact that rolls of film had been missing 
after each theft of his possessions. 

Kinton’s voice came thinly over the wire: ‘I can’t see 
anything unsual in those shots, Brice. The inn pictures are 
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very dear, but there’s nothing whatever out of line. Of course, 
I don't know what you’re looking for.’ 

"I don’t cither, Kinton, it was only a hunch.’ 

’Well, they’re beautiful studies and even the face in the 
second storey window is unblurred.' 

Kilburn stiffened. ‘The face in what window?’ 

'The second from the left.’ 

He stood silent a moment, then he said: ‘Mail the blown- 
up prints to me as soon as possible. All those of the inn, and 
thanks. Kinton.’ 

He rang off and headed back to the Kamo Canyon. That 
second window was Neva Blanchard’s room. Someone had 
looked from the window the afternoon before the murder, 
when Kilburn took his first casual shots of the inn. Some¬ 
one who may have had no business to be in that room, or 
whose presence there might arouse dangerous conjectures 
in people’s minds. Could that someone have noticed Kilburn 
shooting the pictures—and later realizing that they could 
be incriminating attempt to steal the exposed film? 

God knew it was a vague hunch, yet the feeling of per¬ 
sonal danger persisted. He wanted to talk to Dexter Halton, 
and Isabelle again. Isabelle was hiding something behind that 
lovely impassive mask. But when he reached the inn Halton 
had driven off somewhere, Josic informed him, probably to 
the Bar Grey, Slade was making a quick trip to Yellow Cloud, 
Cal lie was in her room, and Prentice had departed for the 
fossil beds. Neil was nowhere around and neither was Hodack. 

Kilburn drifted uneasily around looking for Tanis. The 
clouds had settled down so heavily a premature twilight per¬ 
vaded the canyon. When he stepped into the yard the agate- 
coloured air was alive with the dry rattling and rustling of 
leaves shaken by a chill wind, and the strong scent of sage 
was swept to him. With relief he glimpsed Tanis swinging 
along the path from the stable, lithe and graceful in blue 
jeans and plaid shirt, dark hair blowing about her face. They 
met by the grave of Collier Brown. 
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‘I’m so glad you’re back, Brice,’ she greeted him. ‘I—I 
missed you.’ She slipped a hand in the one he held out. 
'Hodnck went off without feeding or watering the horses. 
That’s not like him. I fed them and turned them out for a 
little while.’ 

‘Do you know where Hodack has gone?’ 

She shook her head. ‘A little while ago I saw him hurrying 
up the gulch. It’s growing so dark a storm must be coming. 
Oh. Brice, another storm in this deadly canyon!’ 

The clouds arc certainly heavy around the Mountain of 
the Rising Wolf.’ He came to a sudden decision. ‘I’m going 
to take a hike up Three Devils Gulch myself, 1 anis.’ 

She moved closer to him. ‘I’ll come too.’ 

He shook his head. ‘I’d rather you didn’t. I want to catch 
up with Hodack and I’ll he walking fast. I won’t be gone 
long,’ he hem and kissed her lightly on the mouth. 

‘Get hack before the storm breaks.’ She watched him swing 
off across the sear grass then turned dispiritedly towards the 
inn. 

The gulch began almost immediately beyond a fence 
of twisted branches. A barely discernible trail followed a dry 
water course between sage slopes so steep and closing down 
so narrowly there was space only for the stream bed and the 
trail. Far lip on the rim juniper trees black-green in the eerie 
light whipped in the wind. A sudden reason must have over¬ 
taken Hodack to send him hurrying off up this gulch without 
caring for his beloved horses. 

Evidence of former gold mining appeared as he advanced: 
half fallen shacks built into the hillside, a few piles of talings, 
a gaping hole where a mine shaft had burrowed into the 
earth. Most of the mining had been gold-panning. It could 
well be that Collier Brown had accumulated a considerable 
treasure from those unfortunate old prospectors. 

The gulch narrowed still more, snaking deep into a barren, 
forbidding region darkening rapidly under the shadow of the 
Rising Wolf. Juniper appeared more frequently now, march- 
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ing in dense formation down the cliffs and a thin cold wind 
swept over him. Hodack could be twenty feet ahead of him 
yet hidden from view by the twisting of the ravine and the 
out-jutting boulders. It seemed a curious time of day for the 
inn manager to take a leisurely stroll. 

Hodack had never for one instant trusted him after Kil- 
burn discovered the secret of the hidden room. He’d felt the 
man’s black gaze upon him in brooding speculation. Un¬ 
doubtedly he’d feared Kilburn would report the room to the 
authorities—which he had—and that he suspected there was 
more to the tale of the underearth burrow than Hodack had 
revealed. 

Alertly he scanned every tree and rock, chilled by the utter 
desolation of the place, the implacable silence ... No bird 
called, the dead slopes closed behind him and in front 
presented grey walls seemingly without passage. He had the 
unpleasant feeling of being imprisoned and knew a moment 
of primitive fear. After perhaps fifteen minutes the gulch 
opened a little, his eyes ranged upward to the opposite slope 
and he halted in his swift stride, then jerked to a standstill. 
Rock and sage appeared to have been gouged from the earth 
in a rude diagonal line almost as though somebody had 
shambled hastily up the steep hillside at the only possible 
angle to ascend, dislodging stones and breaking the brittle 
rabbit brush as they climbed. The impressions appeared to 
have been recently made. They vanished mysteriously near 
the canyon rim. 

For a long moment he remained staring up at them, then 
abruptly strode down and sprang across the dry creek bed. 
The tracks had undoubtedly been made by deer yet he be¬ 
gan to clamber up the slope following the trail—if it could 
be called that. It was a stiff climb and he was wasting pre¬ 
cious time if Hodack hadn’t gone up that way. After a few 
minutes he paused and gazed upwards. No one with indian 
blood would leave a visible trail like this. He turned to 
descend—yet the conviction that he was following footsteps 
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made him swing back, find fresh footing in the stony soil 
and continue climbing. 

A few minutes later he found himself at the top of the 
gulch in an open space circled by gaunt boulders and wind- 
twisted juniper. He stepped out on to the narrow plateau— 
then leaped back. At Ids feet yawned a pit half concealed by 
waist-high sage. 

In the half-dusk he approached the opening with cautious 
steps and peered down. His eyes made out a rickety ladder 
dropping into darkness. He tested a rung, found it would 
bear his weight, and hesitating for only a moment, began to 
descend. The air chilled immediately and smelled of must 
and damp earth. 

Daylight followed him down until his feet touched the 
stone floor of a cavern. As he turned something blue stirred 
just beyond his vision and he whirled. Hodack Evans stood 
rigid facing him, his back to the entrance of a passage yawn¬ 
ing black beyond him. 

The man’s shoulders were braced hard against the rock 
wall of the cave, his eyes glittering in the dimness like the 
eyes of a cobra, his face a dead plaster grey. 

‘You followed me,' he said thickly, as though the words 
were being choked from his throat. His thin denim-shirted 
arms clutched savagely to his chest a large dingy wooden 
box. 

Kilburn cursed himself for an idiot, unarmed here he was 
facing a madman, the murderer of Neva Blanchard in all 
likelihood. Yet he exclaimed involuntarily: 

‘Collier Brown’s cache. There was treasure then.’ 

Hodack remained rigid. He continued staring straight a- 
head of him in a curiously sightless glare. ‘I never stole it,’ he 
cried harshly. ‘I found it—in the secret room—after she was 
(lead. I took it out and hid it in the stable until I could get 
it up here—where t’would be safe. I only wanted what was 
Collier Brown’s—I didn’t want the twenty-thousand. . . .’ 
Kilburn stared at him stupidly. ' Twenty-thousand? For 
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the love of pete, Man, is there twenty-thousand in that box 

you’re clutching? No wonder you killed her . . 

Hodack repeated in a strange dead voice. ‘I never wanted 
all the money—only Collier Brown’s ... It were rightfully 
mine. But there want no treasure —at all ... Only new 
money under the boards in that secret room . . .' 

It was ended. The inn manager had ferreted out treasure 
and killed for its possession. 

He took a step forward. 'You’d better come back with me, 
Hodack.’ 

The man’s tight lips writhed. ‘Don’t move, Mister, don’t 
move. . . 1’ 

The words were followed by a deafening explosion, re¬ 
verberating through the cavern deafening his ears. The air 
suddenly recked with acrid fumes. While Kilburn gazed 
stunned Hodack gave a violent jerk and began to slide slowly 
sideways, a small black hole under one shoulder. 

'I will take that chest,’ a clipped, metallic voice said be¬ 
hind Kilburn. 

For a moment he stood paralysed, bttt incredulously he 
uttered a name: ‘Halton!’ 

Slowly then, he swung around. Behind him to his left the 
man had been standing, invisible in the shadow of an out- 
jutting wing of rock. Now he stepped forward and the ashy 
light from above brought his features into relief. Kilbum’s 
mouth gaped open. The ponderous figure, the heavy face he 
recognized with horror, but the glacial pale blue eyes, the 
putty-hued features glistening with perspiration and con¬ 
torted now with grim fury were those of a total stranger. 

'Prentice. Good God. . . 1’ 

‘Pick up that box and hand it to me, Kilburn.’ The big 
hand gripping a revolver pointed at his heart was rock 
steady. ‘It’s contents happen to belong to me.’ 

Kilburn stared down at the brown box streaked crimson 
now with Hodack’s blood and at the crumpled silent figure. 
‘You insane devil, you’ve killed the man.’ 
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‘That is of no consequence, my friend, hut the money in 
that box Neva so cleverly buried in the cellar room is of 
great consequence. It is going to fly me to Africa—after I 
have disposed of you.’ 

That Prentice had every intention of pressing the trigger 
of the revolver Kilburn had not the slightest doubt after 
seeing Hodack fall. Those pale glaring eyes told him he 
would never leave this underground burrow alive. Desperately 
he sparred for time. ‘How did you know Hodack was here?’ 

‘I followed him, as I have been watching and following 
him—ever since I overheard him telling you about the secret 
room. Then at last I knew he had the money.’ 

‘But for the love of heaven, Prentice, how did you know 
about Collier Brown’s cache? / didn’t.’ 

The geologist gave a harsh laugh. ‘Collier Brown’s booty— 
if it ever existed—is not in that box. My own money, money 
Neva stole from me is locked in there. Her name, however, 
was Ellen.’ 

'Ellenr 

‘She was extremely unscrupulous about money. Ellen’s 
greed was rapacious.’ 

With Hodack dying at his feet Kilburn scarcely heard, yet 
he had to keep the man talking. ‘I thought her name was 
Nona.’ 

‘No.’ Prentice mouthed the word between working lips. 
‘After Ellen stole fifteen thousand dollars from me in Salt 
Lake City, money I’d inherited from my father, leaving me 
penniless, of course she ran away—and changed her name. 
That was ten years ago—and I have been having her searched 
for ever since. I found her at last—Neva Blanchard married 
to Doctor Elliot Blanchard, and hiding away in the loneliest 
most out-of-the-way place she could find. Ellen knew this 
was her last refuge—but I found it.’ 

The pale eyes flickered dangerously. ‘A mutual friend saw 
Ellen in a Seattle restaurant, she had dyed her hair but he 
recognized her and wired me after he followed her quietly 
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to Blanchard’s office. Unfortunately I was ill and it was two 
months before I reached Seattle, but Ellen had seen our friend 
and was undoubtedly alarmed, and I assume persuaded 
Blanchard to seclude themselves in the Karno Canyon. How¬ 
ever, the office manager of the doctor s building considerately 
told me where they had gone—to the Inn of the Rising Wolf 

_a deadly place, ray friend, as the guests of Collier Brown 

and Ellen discovered.’ 

Kilburn interrupted grimly: ‘And you may find it a deadly 
place, also Prentice—if Hodack is dead.' 

‘He had better be dead,’ Prentice said softly, and the gun 
shook in the big hand. ‘But you have been a greater threat 
and nuisance to me, Kilburn, than Hodack. 

‘I’m delighted to hear it.’ 

‘You will not be delighted when this bullet l am saving 
for you pentrates your brain—to annihilate any memories 
you "may have been hoarding to communicate to the police. 

Kilburn stabbed in the dark: ‘The photographs! 

An ugly spasm twisted the geologist’s sweating features. 
‘It was my unfortunate luck to glance from Ellen’s window 
while we were having a show-down—at the precise moment 
you were shooting those pictures of the Rising Wolf. I could 
hardly have my face appear in one of those photographs when 
no one suspected I even knew the woman. Now, pick up that 
chest and set it over here on this ledge.’ 

Slowly, cautiously Kilburn bent, keeping one eye on the 
round black muzzle of the gun. ‘You were the one who 
rifled my room, stole my camera and film, broke into my car 
and probably Neva’s, and tried to incriminate Hodack by 
claiming you picked up iny lighter from the stable. 

‘It appeared less suspicious if I took other articles beside 
the camera film, but all my trouble was for nothing. The 
boulder I shoved with considerable effort off that fossil cliff 
regrettably missed you—but it was close. 

‘Killing me will avail you nothing Prentice, your face is 
on that film and the police will know you had no business in 
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Neva Blanchard’s room.’ 

‘The film will signify nothing. Kilburn, unless you are 
there to explain it—which you will not be.’ 

If he could only keep the man talking he might think 
of something to prevent the urgent finger from pressing the 
trigger. He had his hands on the box, painfully avoiding 
the warm blood trickling over it. Gently he withdrew it from 
Hodack’s clutching arms. It was an iron-bound chest of 
heavy wood. 

‘I don’t for one moment believe this money is yours. 
Prentice,’ he said ‘No woman could steal thousands of dol¬ 
lars from any sane man. ‘Any money she had she received 
from her husband.’ 

With his free hand Prentice mopped at a face livid with 
fury. ‘Ellen could not inherit Blanchard’s money or his 
property. She was not his widow. She was my wife whom I 
married in Salt Lake City—and she died my wife.’ 

‘Your vnfeV 

‘My beloved wife who always mocked and scorned me, and 
at last withdrew from our joint bank account every cent I had 
in the world How terrified she was when I walked into the 
Rising Wolf and confronted her. But she soon lost her fear 
and was contemptuous of me. She claimed all my money was 
long gone, that she had lost it gambling in Las Vegas, but I 
knew she lied . . .’ His voice thickened and the light eyes 
were suddenly congested with blood. ‘And I knew she had 
plenty more.’ 

The man was gazing inward and at that instant Kilburn 
lifted the chest. With a gigantic heave using all his strength 
he hurled the thing directly at the head of Wilson Prentice. 

His aim was accurate. The chest crashed with sickening 
force into the pulpy face of the ponderous figure, a sharp 
corner gouged into one eye and the man staggered back¬ 
wards, his finger clamping down on the trigger of the re¬ 
volver. Once again the cavern was shattered by an explosion 
which shook the rock walls. Kilburn heard the bullet ping 
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against a ledge just above his head, missing him by inches. 

It’s impact was followed by a hoarse scream. 

Prentice was clawing at his face, blood gushing from one 
eye. His big body reeled heavily around and his head struck 
the jagged ledge of the rock behind him. Like a great sack of 
wheat he fell and lay still. 

The slate-coloured light from above was suddenly obliter¬ 
ated and the cave was plunged into darkness. Dazedly Kil- 
burn pulled himself together and stared upward. 

ShcrifI Hoyt Chcyncy and Deputy Baird were peering down 
at him and he was suddenly spotlighted by the flash in the 
ShcrilT’s hand. Pressed close to Cheyney’s shoulder was a 
small blanched face with terrified eyes like black opals. 

•Brice, Brice, are you all right?’ It was Tams voice. Oh. 

Brice. . . , . 

There was a heavy crash of thunder and the storm bro e. 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 


They were gathered in the lounge of the Rising Wolf around 
the cavernous fireplace where fragrant juniper boughs blazed 
cheerily, for although the storm had passed clouds still 
drifted down the canyon and the air was bleak. 

In the saffron lamplight the faces looked strained and wan, 
and the stunned silence which had gripped them ever since 
the police had taken Hodack and Wilson Prentice out of the 
cavern to the small hospital in Taura still held them mute. 

Leo Slade was smoking in a corner of the divan, Callic 
huddled against his shoulder, her amber eyes no longer 
turned up on Halton who was lounging by the registration 
desk. Isabelle was seated now openly close to him. Neil stood 
alone staring from the window out into the starless dark, 
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while Tanis lay back collapsed in a big chair, Kilburn stand¬ 
ing restlessly behind her. 

josie strode in bearing a tray with cups and a steaming pot 
of colfee and planked it down on a side table. Despite the late¬ 
ness of the hour she looked hearty and lively. ‘Coffee, folks?' 

But everyone turned at the sound of car wheels grinding 
in sand, and all eyes lifted expectantly as Hoyt Cheyney 
stepped into the room. 

Kilburn stepped forward immediately. ‘Hodack? How is 
he?’ 

The Sheriff shook his head. ‘Hodack didn’t have a chance, 
but he became conscious and talked a little at the last. . . .’ 

A stifled sob broke from Callie’s lips. ‘Poor Hodack, now 
he won’t have to worry about the Rising Wolf.’ 

Cheyney accepted the cup of coffee Josie pressed upon 
him. ‘Hodack told the truth about the money in the old 
chest. Mrs. Blanchard, or now I should say Mrs. Prentice, 
evidently located the underground room and later Hodack 
followed her down there. When the woman was murdered he 
searched and found the box hidden behind the wall boards 
and naturally assumed it was Collier Brown’s cache. Since 
his father. Elk Evans, had worked for Brown he felt that 
any money in it was rightfully Iris.’ 

Cheyney took a gulp of the coffee, resting an arm on the 
registration desk. ‘When he found clean new bills in an 
amazing amount he was frightened. He felt certain that if he 
admitted knowing about them he would most surely be 
charged with the murder of his employer. So he carried the 
chest to the stable and buried it in a manger until he felt 
it was a safe time to hide it up in the gulch cave. How long 
he would have waited before telling us about the money 
is anyone’s guess,’ he shrugged. ‘In the end temptation might 
have been too strong for Hodack ever to confess he had the 
chest. Unfortunately for him Wilson Prentice, who was 
shadowing him, got there before you did, Kilburn.’ 

Kilburn said puzzled: ‘I can’t comprehend how Prentice 
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could believe his wife had any money left from the amount 

she withdrew from their bank account ten long years ago.’ 

‘Perhaps he didn’t, actually. Revenge and blackmail was 
in Prentice’s mind, I’m sure. The quantity of money, at 
least twenty thousand dollars, only became known to him 
when he listened, as he frequently did, at his wife’s door one 
night. She was having a violent quarrel with someone. . . .’ 

Cheyncy’s brown gaze flashed sharply to Harvard Neil. 
‘Don’t you think it’s time you told us what you have been 
concealing ever since the murder, Mr. Neil?’ 

Harvard Neil swung slowly around. 'Yes, I can explain 
about the money.’ 

Amazcdly they all stared at him. 

‘I knew Ellen Prentice as Nona Carrew in San Francisco. 
She was a fascinating blonde, book-keeper for the Dorsey 
Wholsesalc Drug firm where I was assistant manager.’ 

He fumbled in a jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of 
cigarettes, staring beyond them all. ‘I was gone, real gone on 
Nona, but there was another guy and they lived it up in the 
nightspots, trips to Vegas, the Santa Anita races . . . Nona 
always seemed to have plenty of money. Then one day she 
told me she was all washed up with her boy-friend—that 
he was married and wouldn’t divorce his wife. Later I 
realized it was a cooked-up yarn, but she used it for an excuse 
to begin a new life. She resigned her position—and dis¬ 
appeared. Not until six months later did we discover the 
company books had been tampered with over a long period 
of time and thousands of dollars were missing. They’ve had 
dctccuvcs searching for Nona Carrew ever since, but she d 
vanished into thin air.’ 

Neil lit the cigarette and took a deep drag. ‘When I ran 
into her in the store at Taura, well, it was a terrific shock— 
to both of us. She had black hair and slic’d changed in other 
ways, she was heavier—and harder, but the worse jolt was 
to Nona. She was scared senseless that I’d found her—and 
furious.’ Wonderingly he shook his head. ‘Do you know 
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I've been in and out of Taura at least three times since Nona 
came to Kamo Canyon—but just that particular day and 
moment she happened to walk into the store . . 

‘If it wasn’t for such coincidences we’d probably never nab 
half our criminals,’ Cheyncy said. ‘Go on.’ 

‘Well, I followed her to the inn and became a most un¬ 
welcome guest. In her room one night I accused her of 
embezzling the money. It was a terrific row. She denied it, of 
course, and made me finally promise I wouldn’t go to the 
authorities. When I stepped out of her room I thought I 
heard someone skulking down the corridor.’ 

‘Prentice,’ Cheyney interjected grimly. ‘And when he real¬ 
ized that his wife had not only taken all his money, but had 
embezzled a lot more from another source, his rage was ugly. 

I got that out of him. He desperately wanted that money, 
and he had a second more powerfully motivated talk with her. 
She’d been horrified to have her legal husband walk into the 
lounge of the inn, and she packed her clothing and made 
ready for a quick get-away if necessary. She had persuaded 
Dotor Blanchard to move to the canyon believing it was 
too remote for anyone to find her—then two men out of 
her past became guests. As Hodack would say, the shadow 
of the Rising Wolf had fallen over her.’ 

Tanis shivered and groped for Kilburn’s hand. 

Neil began to speak again in a dry strained voice: ‘After 
Nona was killed I didn’t dare come forward about that 
stolen money—for fear everyone would think I’d threatened 
her and demanded she cut me in, and when she refused I’d 
killed her. Man, I had to keep my mouth shut, because I 
reasoned somebody else knew about the money and murdered 
her to get it’ 

‘Too many people kept silent.’ Cheyney’s sharp gaze went 
to Dexter Halton. ‘You were downstairs that night also, yet 
you said nothing about it.’ 

Dull crimson stained the sun burned checks of the rancher. 
‘It had nothing to do with the murder, Hoyt, I had a date 
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down in the kitchen with Isabelle. Naturally we wanted it 
secret. 1 soft-shoed it down the back stairs, glimpsed Neva 
walkin’ alone towards the Modoc room—and hiked hack up 
to my room.’ He laid a hand on Isabelle’s shoulder. ‘We’re 
coinin’ out into the open now. Isabelle’s finally goin to get 
a divorce from that hard-drinkin’ cowpoke she s married to. 

'You bribed Josic Jensen.’ 

Halton nodded wryly. ‘Josic saw Isabelle s bed was empty, 
and she’d known for quite a spell we met downstairs after 
the inn was quiet. I gave her a little money to hold her 
tongue.’ 

‘And now there won’t be no more/ Josic cried gloomily. 

Kilbum was still gazing at Neil. Had the man demanded 
a share of the embezzled cash from Neva to hold his 
tongue? They’d never know, but personally he’d give him 
the benefit of the doubt, he seemed a decent guy. He swung 
about to Chcyney. ‘How in thunder did you know I was up in 
the Three Devils Cavern?’ 

Tanis answered: She sat rigidly erect, wide eyes violet- 
dark. ‘If it had only flashed to me before—something about 
the man who crashed into me in the hall. There was a 
faint scent—all along which haunted me . . . After you left, 
Brice, I carried fresh sheets into Mr. Prentice’s room, the 
air was heavy with that curious odour—and suddenly I 
remembered—it was Dream Castle.' 

Kilburn stared at her. ‘Dream Castle?’ 

"A kind of sweetish pipe tobacco. Uncle Elliot smoked it 
occasionally and we joked about the name. The clothes of 
the man in the hall had that faint scent. I stood there horri¬ 
fied, realizing what it might signify, then 1 recalled Mr. 
Prentice had supposedly driven off to the fossil beds, but when 
1 went out to the stable a little later 1 glimpsed his car 
parked in a clump of juniper off behind the out buildings 
and I knew he hadn’t gone to the beds. Where was he? You 
were hiking up the f hree Devils Gulch, Brice, following 
Hodack, and I was deadly afraid. . . .’ 
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She lifted trembling hands and passed them across her 
white face. ‘Was 1 ever thankful when Sheriff Cheyney drove 
in.’ 

•But how in God's name did you know where we were— 
up in that hole in the cliff top, Cheyney?' Kilburn demanded. 

The Sheriff shrugged and smiled. ‘I know this territory 
pretty well, and most of the old timers know that spot. The 
gold prospectors found it, and Collier Brown cached some of 
his booty down there, sealed it up and posted a guard over the 
entrance. I thought likely Hodack would strike off for that old 
cavern. However,’ his hard hand struck the desk top, the 
lireworks were over when Baird and I got there—Hodack shot 
and Prentice down.’ 

Kilbum could still see the ponderous figure of Wilson 
Prentice reeling backward, big hand flailing the air. ‘How is 
Prentice? That eye . . .’ 

•He won't lose it. He’ll be in shape to go on trial for double 
murder. But why he should want to kill you 

Kilburn said dryly: ‘I have a photograph of Wilson Pren¬ 
tice peering from his wife’s bedroom window, the window of 
a woman who was supposedly a total stranger to him. 

Cheyney gave a start of amazement. 'You actually have 
such a photograph?’ 

That’s the reason Prentice has been attempting to kill me. 
He saw me shoot the picture. And that’s why he prowled 
my room—searching for the negatives. But how did you get 
on to Prentice Sheriff?’ 

Cheyney rolled a cigarette between brown fingers. ‘Natur¬ 
ally we've been checking and rcchccking everyone. Finally we 
discovered Prentice wasn’t a widower as he claimed, that he 
had a wife who had disappeared. There was no record of any 
divorce. In time we learned he'd been paying a private 
detective agency in Salt Lake to trace her. 

"Mr. Prentice seemed like such a nice, absent-minded man, 
Gallic exclaimed. ‘Yet he must have been horribly bitter all 
these years, his wife’s vanishing like that, especially if he 


1 86 SEVEN GUESTS OF FEAR 

loved her, and needed the money she took, for his magazine.’ 

The sherry-coloured eyes brooded. The money in that 
chest actually wasn’t his at all, was it?’ 

The Sheriff shook his head. That cash was undoubtedly 
spent long ago. This money, according to Neil here—and we 
shall soon check that out—probably belongs to the Dorsey 
Drug Company.’ 

Suddenly he swung about to Leo Slade. 'You were the man 
Kilburn saw the first night he was here, under the window 
of the inn.’ 

Slade’s hawk face flushed. ‘Yes, 1 was out there. My mind 
got to raggin’ me about Callic down here—at the bar with 
men, and I drove over to—to kind of size things up.’ 

Callic cried heatedly: 'Leo, you were spying on me!’ Then 
abruptly her anger ebbed, and a little smile flickered about 
her mouth. 

Kilburn went back to the murder: ‘After Prentice’s dread¬ 
ful quarrel with his wife in the Modoc room, and he had 
furiously crashed that heavy pestle against her skull, killing 
her, he took a handkerchief from his pocket, wrapped it 
around his bloody hand . . .’ 

‘Walked out to the bar,’ Cheyney continued, ‘where the 
used glasses were still standing, carefully picked up a bottle of 
whisky and two of the glasses, carried them to the murder 
room and placed them on the table beside the couch to look 
as though the woman had been drinking there with someone. 
However, one of the glasses had not been used at all, the 
other was Kilburn’s. That stumped us—why there were not 
fingerprints on both. The label on the bottle prevented any 
prints. What makes you think he used a handkerchief and 
not gloves to pick up the glasses?’ 

'For this reason,’ Kilburn explained. 'The storm was at 
its wild height, Prentice hurried upstairs, cut the blood¬ 
stained handkerchief into fragments and tossed them into the 
raging winds. I found a fragment smeared with blood, and 
I recognized the cloth, yet I couldn’t believe it . . .’ 
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‘What made you recognize it?’ Slade demanded. 

‘It had a brown border, and I remembered another hand¬ 
kerchief identical to this one. After the boulder dropped 
down on me at the fossil beds Prentice offered me his hand¬ 
kerchief to tic up my head. When I tossed it into the laundry 
basket I noticed it had a brown border. Two men wouldn t 
be likely to have the same taste in handkerchiefs.’ 

‘Where is the handkerchief now?’ Clieyney asked quickly. 
‘Still in the bottom of the laundry basket so far as 1 know.’ 
Kilburn’s gaze swivelled to Leo Slade. ‘Yet it was Slade here 
who made the suggestion we all go to the fossil beds where 
Prentice tried to kill me by shoving that boulder over.’ 

‘Prentice suggested the trip to me,’ Slade explained. He 
asked me to talk to the others about going. 1 suppose he 
didn’t want you to suspect the idea originated with him. He 
was damnably insistent we all go—to cover for him, of 
course.’ 

Tanis moved restlessly. ‘Sheriff Cheyney, the reason I 
came to the Rising Wolf was to find out whether or not Uncle 
Elliot died of heart failure—or some other way.’ 

‘In other words,’ Kilburn stated for her, 'did Prentice’s 
wife murder the doctor?’ 

Cheyney looked thoughtfully down at the girl. ’I went into 
that with' Doc Wall, he feels certain that your uncle died 
of a sudden heart attack. It could, however, have been 
induced by over-strain. The woman may have pressured him 
into working beyond his endurance. We’ll have to let it 
rest like that, Miss Blanchard. Ellen Prentice was an un¬ 
scrupulous woman, and she was undoubtedly glad to have 
her assumed husband out of the way since he'd served his 
purpose by concealing her with his name and a new identity, 
but I’m sure she was not a murderess.’ 

Tanis drew a long quivering sigh. ‘It’s a blessed relief to 

know.' 

Heavy footsteps pounded on the veranda and a moment 
later Baird strode in out of the gusty darkness. That stuff 
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of Kilburn’s that was stolen from his room is all out there in 
the boot of Wilson Prentice’s car,’ he announced. ‘It was 
shoved back under a pile of rocks. The guy musta figured it 
would be safe under there since the car had already been 
searched.' 

Cheyncy moved towards the door. ‘Prentice was also the one 
who broke into his wife’s car. I’ll have a look at the things, 
Baird.’ 

The two men went out, and Halton walked over to Tanis. 
‘How about selhng me that fine pair of bays out there in 
your stable, Miss Blanchard?’ 

The girl’s face lit up. ‘Oh, I’d be very grateful to have 
you take the horses, Mr. Halton, I’ve worried about them, for 
I’ll be leaving soon.’ 

She turned to Leo Slade. ‘Were you serious about wanting 
to buy the inn, Mr. Slade?’ 

Slade had climbed to his feet and was heading for the 
stairs, he swung back. ‘I was serious for awhile, but not now, 
I’m beginning to believe like poor old Hodack that this 
bloody mouldering pile of logs lies under a curse. No, Callie 
and I are riding back to Yellow Cloud, and after awhile we’ll 
try city life again.’ 

Neil heaved himself erect. ‘Well, thank God, I can throw 
my gear into a suitcase at last and shake the sand of the 
Karno Canyon oil my feet.’ 

‘I ain't sorry cither to leave this spooky place,’ Josic cried 
vigorously, collecting coffee cups. Tm gonna get me a 
lively job, maybe in Taura where people ain’t gettin’ killed. 
Right now I’m climbin’ up to bed, we still gotta cook break¬ 
fast here.’ 

Presently they were alone—Kilbum and Tanis in the 
flickering firelight and thick red shadows, the flame of the 
lamp on the table fluttering in a current of air like a cap¬ 
tured butterfly, incense of burning juniper enveloping them. 
Standing before the great fireplace the girl looked small and 
lonely, hands clasped across her breast. 
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‘You’ll be leaving too, of course, Brice.’ 

‘Just as soon as 1 can get packed. And what will you do with 
the sinister Inn of the Rising Wolf?’ 

They stood very still and they could hear quite distinctly 
the chime of glasses out in the bar parlour, hoarse laughter, a 
clatter of poker chips, the light shrill voices of girls—mutllcd 
groans ... 

Tanis’ checks were pale. ‘Brice, I earnestly believe this inn 
is haunted and always will be. I could never, never live here. 
I’ll shutter it up, and if 1 can’t sell it—leave it to the winds and 
the blowing sand.’ 

He nodded. ‘Someday lightning may strike and burn it 
down to the ashes of the ancient Indian tribal fires.’ 

Wistfully she said: ‘Now you can go on your vacation.’ 
‘There’s one detail I have to attend to first.’ 

She moved disconsolately towards the shadowy dining-hall. 
‘What is that?’ 

'Ask the owner of the Rising Wolf to marry me and come 
along.’ 

She whirled, stars suddenly lighting the night-dark eyes. 
‘Oh, Brice . . .’ Then she shook her head. ‘You’d be master of 
dtis terrible inn and all its ghosts.' 

He swung across to her and caught her up. ‘Considering 
what else I’ll be acquiring—it’s worth the risk.’ 

From the head of the stairs came a loud bray of laughter. 
Startled they looked up to sec a big face haloed with frizzled 
red hair beaming down at them. Josic obviously had been 
tuned in to their conversation and was listening with the most 
passionate interest. 

‘This old inn ain’t no place for newlyweds,’ she shouted, 
with a violent shake of the head. ‘You know—I'm believin’ 
Hodack Evans will be sittin’ right down there in that old 
leathern chair of his, night and day guardin the Risin Wolf. 

They gazed at the empty chair in the wavering fireglow, 
then at each other, and Kilburn nodded. ‘I believe he will 
be, too, Josie.’ 
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In the circle of his arms Tanis shivered. ‘And out in a 
windswept desert cemetery in one lonely grave —three women 
are sleeping. Which was the real woman?’ 


